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Annotation 

The author of the book is a veteran of the nuclear industry who has worked in the 
field of nuclear weapons for many years. The main plot of the book is about a fantastic 
extraordinary diversion of the American secret services, contributing to the peaceful 
resolution of the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. This fantasy was prompted by some real 
events involving the author. The book also reveals some features of the secret world of 
creating nuclear weapons and gives diverse images of nuclear specialists - scientists, 
engineers, and officers. 
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PROLOGUE 


How a nuclear charge setup (NCS) works 


In our time, there is a wide variety of NCS, so to understand the basic principle of 
forming a nuclear explosion, it is better to consider one of the long-mastered, extremely 
simplified concepts of this device. Imagine a perfect ball of radioactive material, such as 
plutonium. This ball is tightly surrounded on all sides by a strictly spherical shell made of 
ordinary explosive (OE). On the outside, this shell is dotted with detonators that are 
evenly spaced on its surface. The detonators are connected to a source of explosive 
electrical impulses. This source is part of the design, which is capable of using the "time 
X" after the explosion of the detonator to emit pulsed neutron radiation. 

Plutonium, surrounded by explosives, is called a charge, and the rest is called a 
system of automatic detonation of nuclear charges (SAD). After the SAD has given out 
pulses of synchronous detonation, the explosive shell explodes, spherical waves of 
explosive compression rush to the center of the plutonium ball from all sides, 
converging after a short period of time named "X". It is here that the density of 
compressed plutonium increases dramatically for the shortest period, which creates an 
opportunity for an uncontrolled nuclear chain reaction with a giant heat release. The 
occurrence of this reaction is provided by pulsed neutron radiation generated by the 
SAD at exactly this moment with nanosecond accuracy. Instantly, the temperature 
jumps to millions of degrees, and the entire structure turns into vapor - a nuclear 
explosion occurs. 

Disruptive and neutron pulses are generated by the automation system based on 
the use of shock electromagnetic wave technology (for example, the discharge of a pre¬ 
charged capacitor through a controlled spark gap). One of the most important 
requirements for the SAD is that its structure must survive for a time from the rapid 
explosive destruction of the entire device that begins after the blasting impulses are 
issued to the "injection" of neutrons. 

NCS of different modifications can be placed in air bombs, warheads of various 
missiles, torpedoes, artillery and tank shells, in engineering mines, on satellites, in 
suitcases, in charges for research underground test explosions, and God knows where 
else. 

To avoid repeated insertions of abbreviation definitions, the basic concepts and 
names of departments and enterprises mentioned in the book are given below. 

More than half a century ago, nuclear weapons were produced by the Ministry of 
Medium engineering (MME) in the USSR, the country that has died forever. In this 
Department, a nuclear weapons complex was created, consisting of two main 
departments: the 5th (development and testing) and the 6th (mass production) of all the 
types of nuclear weapons. The Deputy Minister for nuclear weapons headed the 
complex. NCS equipped with various devices and systems of cocking and safeguarding, 
were called SCU (special combat unit). 

The 12th Main Department of the USSR Ministry of Defense ( 12GUMO ) provided 
then acceptance, storage, and verification of the operability of nuclear munitions and 
their components at manufacturing plants, military units, and arsenals. This Department 
had its own representations at all the complex enterprises, staffed with highly qualified 
army officers. 
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The Moscow Scientific Research Institute of Aviation Systems (The N.L.Dukhov 
VNIIAA) conducted the development of SAD. The Novosibirsk Khimapparat plant was 
the monopoly in the field of serial production of all the SAD types. 

Scientific and technical concepts, definitions and terminology were taken from the 
Internet and books by A. A. Brish and about him. 

Frolicsome sovok 
(To the reader) 

First, I must say that I am an ordinary old pensioner, a former "technical 
intellectual", or, as we are now not without a reason called, an ordinary frolicsome 
sovok. If it were not for my innate tendency to dwell on any obscurity, even the smallest 
details, I would have absolutely nothing to tell - so typical, banal were the stages of my 
life and the path to mystery: hungry post-war childhood, school, Institute, work, 
retirement. However, since the disclosure of one of the thousands of riddles-ambiguities 
that suddenly explained a worldwide event gives me the right to tell the story, I allowed 
myself some (perhaps too extensive) comments on these steps. In describing each of 
them, I mention only those people, moods and events that were associated with the 
main plot of the story - in fact, life was much more intense, full-blooded. Therefore, I 
really wanted to display, at least in a rough way, the general image of the "technical 
intellectual", a scientist of those times, his universal hobbies and traits. 

The best period of my life was a twenty-year-long work at the Novosibirsk 
Khimapparat plant, which began in 1960. In those days, the plant was a monopoly for 
the manufacture of SAD (see the Prologue); I even defended my candidate of science 
thesis on research and development of these systems in mass production milieu. 

The vast majority of characters and situations (scientists, senior managers, 
generals and officers, engineers, their appearance, work, actions) - this is my 
perceptions of real personalities that I met in life, with the preservation of their names, 
positions, places of work and habitat. They were my mentors, friends, followers, 
opponents, and drinking pals. More information about the life and activities of many of 
them can be found on the Internet. Perhaps my perceptions do not correspond to the 
understanding of these characters and circumstances by other colleagues, because 
every perception is a deeply personal thing. Therefore, I left out the names of some of 
them. 

In real friendly communication, in shared experiences, in overcoming hot 
disagreements and dangerous incidents, in long-term cooperation with these worthy 
people, who were nurtured and then betrayed by the Bolshevik leadership of the 
country, I sought for and carefully developed the fantastic plot of my novel. Carefully 
preserving the actual aspects of life and the images of my colleagues, I carefully 
intertwined them with fantasies generated by my imagination. Reality and fantasy in the 
book are so intertwined that its genre can be designated as "non-fiction fantasy". The 
real everyday circumstances, the relationships of the participants, and episodes of 
development and production of nuclear weapons in the USSR were also preserved. All 
the terms and definitions in this specific field of science and technology were taken from 
the Internet. Unfortunately, since the book tells about the people and events of the 
nuclear, it was impossible to do without specific terminology. I could only hope that the 
set of terms and concepts used does not go beyond the knowledge of any educated 
reader. 

It is particularly important for me to appeal to readers with a pressing request: 
although the story will be told in the first person, please do not identify this protagonist 
with the author, even though many episodes have been taken from the author's 
experience. While I was well aware of the limitations of the powers that God had given 
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me, I still sought to give pictures of people whom I had met in life as symbols of those 
who had lived and worked against the background of atomic issues. It would have been 
an unjust omission not to take their qualities and actions for this purpose. 

Writing a book about all this in the genre of "non-fiction fantasy" proved to be a 
daunting task. Memories and age-old personal impressions of people and events form a 
boundless swirling cloud of exciting reminiscences. Inside the chosen narrative model, 
the interweaving of real data, subconscious guesses, and creative fantasies sometimes 
turned out to be so bizarre that I myself often had great difficulty getting to the actual 
borders among them. Establishing such a boundary was further complicated by the time 
frame of the novel - real events and impressions from them that took place half a 
century ago, may well replace each other in memory. Therefore, I strongly urge readers 
to attribute as much of the above as possible to fantasy. 

The main plot of the novel - "helium Panama hat" and the secret sabotage by the 
U.S. intelligence as one of the reasons for reaching the successful peace agreement on 
the Caribbean crisis - is fictitious. 

PART 1. THE PATH TO A MYSTERY 

Don't sit in the cradle! 

(Student years) 

In 1954, academician Leonid Robertovich Neiman, welcoming a fresh set of 
newly fledged students of the electro-mechanical faculty of the Leningrad Polytechnic 
Institute, gave an extremely wise and succinct piece of advice: 

- Imagine that you need to create and keep a picture of the facade of the main 
building of our University in your memory. You can sit in an imaginary cradle that moves 
in a certain order across the entire surface of the building in close proximity to its walls. 
You will learn the reliefs of the building, the shapes of the window openings and the 
columns, details and materials of exterior decoration. However, you will not get an idea 
of the architectural ensemble of the compound, which should be obtained by acting on 
the contrary, that is, by moving away from the building to get the overall picture. Do not 
cram the details, they will reveal themselves - try to get a general idea about each 
subject! Do not enter the cradle of cramming and particulars! 

This instruction has become a real beacon in my approach to gaining new 
knowledge and life experience. It became clear that any particular could be understood 
much more deeply from the standpoint of a general view of this particular and its 
surroundings. 

Few people were aware, but it is no exaggeration to say that at that time, literally, 
the entire country and all of its industries were mobilized to solve nuclear problems. 
First of all, to set up mass production of nuclear weapons; an intense nuclear arms race 
took place between the 1950s and 1975. Second in importance was the problem of 
nuclear power, which at that time seemed less complicated than it turned out to be. 

The resolution of the two closely related problems required diverse resources, 
and one of the most important was the resource of knowledge, that is, education. The 
state, which treated the nuclear problem as the only way to save itself, allocated not 
only all possible material resources, but also sought to mobilize the mores of society 
through encouraging faith in science as a guarantor of a bright future. A powerful 
propaganda apparatus filled the media, libraries, and educational institutions with 
materials (from free brochures to expensive translated scientific articles) about all areas 
of science, but, first and foremost, about nuclear physics. It was seen as the key to the 
nearest achievements of access to new, boundless energy resources. The popularity of 


5 



physical sciences grew throughout the country. The names of nuclear scientists 
Kurchatov, Ioffe, Landau, Zeldovich, Artsimovich, Flyorov and many others became 
widely known. The scientific community of the country daydreamed about 
thermonuclear fusion as the dawn of a new era of power engineering. 

We, the high-voltage polytechnic student specialists in those days had a real 
boom - boom of hopes for thermonuclear fusion! Then Kurchatov was misled by 14- 
MeV neutrons (I will not go into details) and in the heat of the moment firmly promised 
the Communist Party and the government El Dorado - an inexhaustible sea of cheap 
electricity from controlled thermonuclear fusion. In the near future! Right tomorrow! 
Immediately, several research centers started working on applied and practical research 
in this direction. At our Polytechnic Institute, a group of high-voltage scientists was 
involved in the practical implementation of the conditions of the so-called "pinch effect", 
that is, the retention of a "cord" of beneficial plasma in a super-powerful magnetic field. 
The matter did not arise for financing - the MME through the Sukhumi Institute of 
Physics and Technology invested fabulous sums in this project at that time. Our 
scientists got down to business outright: they organized a large-scale production of non- 
inductive capacitors of their own design in Serpukhov, purchased large batches of 
cables, signed contracts with metalworking plants for the production of massive buses 
and other parts, and hired working staff for installation. A large hall in a high-voltage 
building was allocated to accommodate the projected giant electric shock circuit. It was 
filled with long rows of powerful capacitors, entwined with a complex bushing. In the 
shortest possible time, a unique plant with an energy reserve of one thousand kilojoules 
was developed, installed and tested, capable of generating current pulses with an 
amplitude of up to ten million amperes. 

And what scientists they were! Not just talents, no, they had brilliant minds, and 
we have no right to forget them: S. G. Kuchinsky, M. L. levinstein, S. L. Zayentz, G. A. 
Schneerson, M. V. Kostenko, and others. A group of students from our Department, that 
was selected and checked by the KGB three years before graduation, joined efforts with 
them. I was one of them. The knowledge that these scientists literally pumped into us, 
and our joint work stood us in good stead after we graduated. 

It was a real, exciting research project. Not all of us understood the significance 
of what we were doing, but for those who "did not sit in the cradle", who were aware of 
their involvement in the strategic goal, this doubled both strength and diligence. Youth is 
characterized by romance, and we, I remember, regarded even graphs of research 
results, even oscillograms and frames of high-speed photography of discharges as 
"music for the eyes". The thesis of each of us was dedicated to one or more 
components of the giant discharger under construction, but everyone knew how and 
why the entire complex was built and why this component was needed. The defense of 
our final theses took place in the beginning of 1960. We were satisfied with the 
defenses and went to the designated places of work. Just at this time, the great powers, 
terrified to death with the results of tests of atomic and hydrogen weapons, fully 
launched a frenzied nuclear arms race. So I became a cog in the colossal machine of 
the MME and in this global arms race. 

Welcome! Take a sniff of the manufacture! 

The romance of a secret world 

Armed guards at checkpoints and posts of internal divisions. Control and trace 
strip of the perimeter of the plant with rows of barbed wire and security alarms, 
watchtowers with machine guns, guard dogs. 

Grim, with the looks of eternal suspicion, faces of retired security officers from the 
regime bodies. Coded locks were everywhere. Mandatory registration of all official 
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documents and records without exception in special suitcases with devices for sealing, 
and storage of these suitcases - in personal safes that also had to be sealed with a 
personal seal. 

Sudden control checks of compliance with the rules for working with classified 
documents and classified products. 

Shining cleanliness and strict neatness abound in every shop, everywhere. 
Glittering white coats and caps, eventually replaced by stylish workwear with cool 
ribands, each designating a particular unit. The staff of the plant was recruited from 
young people, so the units literally shone with the beauty of youthful girls and boys. The 
specialty of some shops called for delicate female hands, and their workforce was 
almost entirely female. Such workshops were turned into real green gardens by 
womanly diligence and love of comfort. 

Bizarre shapes of monitoring equipment, spacious halls with huge thermal 
vacuum chambers and test benches of all kinds. The deafening thumps of the drop 
hammers, the siren-like wailing of the vibration testing machines, the overstrained hum 
of the accelerating centrifuges. 

And research laboratories! A tangle of cables and wires, a multitude of switches, 
flashes and the smell of ozone from high-voltage discharges, the pulsing flickers of 
oscilloscope screens, the clicks of camera shutters, the alarming crackles of counters... 
And the unforgettable smell of good old smoking rosin! It is the password to the world of 
creativity, research and sure success! 

In April 1960, I arrived at a Post Box 32 enterprise (hereinafter Khimapparat 
plant) in Novosibirsk on the ticket of a young specialist in full confidence that I would 
continue working on the topic of my graduation project in a secret research institute (this 
was assured by the security officer who issued my distribution-related documents in the 
Ministry). I was received by Director of the plant that had just started manufacturing, a 
man with an extremely respectable, imposing appearance and a thunderous voice. He 
asked me what I had been taught, did not understand anything, and said: 

-What research institute? What plasma? What bus arrangements? Hm...l don't 
know... Maybe they deal with these things in AkademgorodokP But you’ve come to a 
serial plant, young man! We are working on a plan, we release classified items! There’s 
not a trace of anything like your thermonuclear here! - He added, with a venomous grin, 
- "Will you please come down to earth? Welcome! Take a sniff of the manufacture!" 

Over time, I found out that he had no idea what these most secret products were 

about. 

It turned out that at the time of my arrival, there were no vacancies among 
engineering positions on the staff list, and I started my career as a shop lab assistant, 
working in shifts. The first time I worked at the factory was a real revelation for me: 
neither laboratory assistants, nor assemblers, nor replacement engineers, nor foremen, 
nor deputy shop managers could answer my question about the purpose of 
manufactured products. These products were traditionally called "barrels". A barrel - 
and that's it. What this barrel was about, no one knew. V.P. Shoka, the wise head of the 
shop, answered my question with a touch of humor: 

- I don't know either. And don't ask anyone else, or they'll ask you about 
something else, and they'll ask you pretty much persuasively. Okay? 

I was bewildered and puzzled: how could one make something and have no idea 
about its purpose? It turned out that it was possible. I remember how one frosty night 
after the second shift I met several employees of a fairly high rank on the factory street 
with their heads up (it was fashionable to watch satellites at that time). One of them, 
looking at the innocent flickering trail, said dreamily: 

- There's our barrel flying in it! 
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After working as a lab assistant for a few months, I got a position as a research 
engineer. This official title of the position in the staff list of their factories was proposed 
and strongly established by the legendary Rear Admiral V. I. Alfyorov, the future Deputy 
Minister for the nuclear weapon complex, who worked at that time as the head of our 
6th Central Board. The task of research engineers was to analyze product defects and 
develop measures for their elimination and prevention. The latest scientific knowledge in 
the field of shock electromagnetic waves, which I received at the Institute, exactly 
corresponded to the profile of the plant, which was created for serial production of SAD. 
The time has come for the practical application of this knowledge, its development, time 
of exciting searches, dead ends, risky experiments, guesses, and triumphs of success. 

If something went wrong with the product during testing, it "rolled" to the side, 
and we, the research engineers, rushed at it to find and correct the causes of the defect. 
And behind us stood HIS MAJESTY MANUFACTURE, with the whip raised, responsible 
for the execution of a PLAN that was above all else. Any manufacture is a stupid, 
stubborn, wayward monster. Its totem is an eternal, inexorably non-stop movement, a 
sacred solstice. It does not tolerate stops, changes and changes, and fiercely hates all 
sorts of clever people there. Its eternal beacons are the coveted PLAN and BONUS. In 
our non-military factories, its inexorable millstones do not hesitate to grind into powder 
the doubts and efforts of the quality control department, the protests of honest 
specialists, and even the indignant cries of consumers. But at this plant, the military 
acceptance inspectorate representation resisted the steep nature of manufacture, the 
magic of the concept of "Plan", aside from the rigid, but still friendly quality control 
department. It requires detailed analysis, encroaches on the sacred - the groundwork, 
from time to time stops the acceptance and, worse still, the shipment of finished 
products. Manufacture in such cases grinds its teeth and eats the engineering services 
brutally. 

And immediately there arises a personal problem of choice: as a researcher, you 
strive for a thorough, time-consuming analysis, increasing inventory, that is, changing 
the technology or design of products, but as a member of the team, you are subject to a 
single goal: the PLAN IS ABOVE ALL. Achieving a fair compromise between the eternal 
problems of QUALITY and PLAN is the pinnacle of the art of business management. 

It flared and faded like a burnt-out light bulb 
(The plant’s history in summary) 

With the start of the arms race, the Soviet Government decided to create a new 
instrument plant as a part of the 6th MME main department in order to organize large- 
scale production of nuclear weapons. The plant was intended for the manufacture of all 
types of SAD. For strategic reasons, they decided to build a new factory in Novosibirsk 
to "spread possible targets for the enemy across the territory of the Soviet Union". The 
plant was built in a potato field in the Northern suburbs. The first deliveries of obsolete 
SAD components began in 1959. When forming the managerial backbone of the new 
plant, due to the remoteness and lack of personnel, the MME was able to send only one 
top-level manager, Chief Engineer V. N. Yakutik. Prior to this appointment, he worked at 
the Arzamas Nuclear Center and was well versed in nuclear weapons technology. On 
the eve of leaving for Siberia, V. N. Yakutik, 34, had a long conversation with L. G. 
Mezentsev, Deputy MME Minister for HR, and V. I. Alfyorov, CEO of the main 
department. These experienced statesmen warned him about the peculiarities of 
personnel policy during the creation of a new enterprise on the periphery. He was 
strongly advised not to object to the candidates put forward by the local Communist 
Party authorities, and thus to establish a strong, trusting relationship with these 
authorities. At the same time, he had to eventually replace these "favorites", obviously 
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incompetent henchmen, with professionals who should be selected from young 
professionals and brought up in the MME spirit. For its part, the MME conducted 
intensive recruitment of graduates from various Universities throughout the country. 
Thus, the young chief engineer, in addition to technical policy, was entrusted with a 
difficult mission: to form an effective managerial corps of the new plant in the face of the 
powerful influence of the powerful interests of the local authorities. Having withstood the 
hardest struggle, V. N. Yakutik successfully coped with this task. 

As predicted, the local CPSU and Soviet bodies had a mind of their own and 
zealously engaged in staffing the plant’s managerial positions. The reason for this was 
high levels of the MME salaries, privileged provision of housing, goods, foodstuffs, etc. 
Following the highest authorities’ example, experienced high-ranking CPSU and 
industrial grabbers realized that it was unexpected manna from heaven, and began to 
actively appoint their men to senior positions. F. S. Goryachev, First Secretary of the 
CPSU Novosibirsk region committee, gave appointment to the Director’s position to the 
sick, completely incompetent, but highly representative, tough and formidable man from 
a narrow circle of his cronies. The elite of the CPSU Novosibirsk oblast committee 
provided him with a list of the new plant’s top management. These senior personnel had 
neither modern business management skills nor any scientific and technical knowledge, 
not to mention the most advanced areas of physics. 

However, Yakutik and his followers managed to recruit extremely competent, 
strong staff to the plant’s line management. Middle-aged people, they filled the positions 
of heads of shops, departments, laboratories, deputy heads and leading shop foremen. 
Most of them came from the St. Petersburg factories that were evacuated during the 
war. They overstayed at the Siberian enterprises, which were governed by those 
promoted by the local CPSU and industrial authorities. These accomplished 
professionals were "propped up" with the latest knowledge brought by a stream of 
young specialists of the requested specialties, who, thanks to the MME efforts, literally 
flocked to the new plant from institutes and Universities in Novosibirsk and other regions 
of the country. 

As a result, a team of young middle management professionals was formed, 
which was clumsily managed by close-to-retirement nominees who relied on old 
connections with local authorities. The young chief engineer selected the would-be team 
of the plant's management slowly and carefully, ignoring the said "cronies”. After some 
time, the disabled Director finally fell ill and left for good, V. N. Yakutik took his place, 
and the young energetic Yu. I. Tychkov was appointed as Chief Engineer, who started 
working at the plant as an ordinary technologist. Since that time, many key positions 
have been assigned to young people brought up in the team, and the replacement of 
local authorities ' proteges has been completed. Intensive growth of manufacture has 
begun, provided by huge capital investments in the construction of new production 
facilities, social cultural facilities and housing. In a historically short time, huge 
production capacities were created. In Novosibirsk, a large modern enterprise has 
appeared, equipped with the latest equipment, first-class personnel and decent social 
welfare (public catering, vocational schools, dormitories, community centers, sports 
facilities, housing, etc.) I happened to work as the Chief Engineer of this plant during its 
full-blooded heyday (1975-1979). By the mid-80's, the number of employees reached 
seven and a half thousand people, and only the developed production areas exceeded 
180,000 sq. m. 

After the collapse of the USSR, production volumes and workforce numbers 
began to drop catastrophically. By now, the plant has completely degraded and for two 
decades now resembles a bulb that used to shine brightly for a quarter of a century and 
suddenly burned out and became useless. For many years, huge new buildings stand 
idle in the deserted factory streets - the embodiment of motionless despondency and 
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confusion. This abomination of desolation corresponds perfectly with the situation in the 
rest of our post-Soviet Russia. 

My favorite and ferocious beast 
(Secret production) 

The manufacture of SAD itself, according to generally accepted criteria, belonged 
to the so-called piece production: all assembly operations of subassemblies, 
assemblies, units, blocks, and end products were performed manually. All materials, 
parts and purchased components had accompanying documents, in which dates of 
receipt of the batches, their designations and parameters were indicated. The 
accompanying documents for all the assembly operations, without exception, provided 
information about who personally performed the operation, when and how, who and on 
what equipment verified it and recognized its compliance with the requirements. After 
completion of the assembly operation, each barrel went about with a huge pile of 
papers, which were put into a single file that was sent to a special archive. Any 
researcher, military representative, or an authorized commission could use this folder to 
restore the smallest details of the origin and verifications of any particular barrel. All 
verifications from the units to the end product as a whole were based on the photo- 
oscillographic method, and were extremely slow, subjective and technically poor. 

The production process at the plant was regulated by strict inexorable 
regulations. The military accepted products, after they were approved by product-quality 
board, not only through complete control, but also based on positive results of testing 
the samples that underwent severe mechanical, thermal, resource and other overloads. 
If defects appeared during these tests, acceptance and shipment were stopped, and 
further actions were determined by a special resolution that had to be approved in 
Moscow by the management of the 5th and the 6th MME main departments and 
12GUMO. To "push" such a decision, it was necessary to justify it, go through uneasy 
discussions with specialists from these three bodies, and then, accompanied by the 
specialists, to get through to the leadership and get the desired authorized signatures. 

Based on the knowledge I gained as a student, as I gained experience in 
analyzing the defects, I became one of these "pushers" who regularly visited the 
governing bodies in Moscow. In parallel, contacts were established with other allied 
companies - i.e., developers, external suppliers of SAD components, and consumers of 
our products. 

My life looked like an exciting journey through unfamiliar places and their 
inhabitants. In this hidden world, I learned the latest qualified scientific and technical 
solutions, the significance and importance of detailed red tape, talented people, the 
nuances of business and personal relationships, the art of negotiations and 
compromises. As my career progressed, I had the opportunity to visit all the closed 
areas where various SCU were developed and where their final assembly was 
performed. I got acquainted with representatives of a strong middle echelon of our 
institutes, factories, and military units, as well as with many outstanding scientists, 
business executives, and commanders. 

It is impossible to describe all the aspects, all the critical situations, all the 
conditions of being in this boisterous, yet always wary, secretive society. Here are just a 
few of the countless examples of my exploration of this restless, ever-wary, ever- 
changing world. 

1962. Acceptance and shipment of products was stopped by the military: a 
component factory filed a complaint. We are rechecking the rejected unit; it is in perfect 
order. Well, how do you show the military the reason for what is not there? We discuss 
the issue over high-frequency communications channels with the consumer, who stands 
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his ground. Manufacture digs the ground with its hooves furiously, moos, and gets mad. 
In the end, we decide: our representative should go to the consumer and make a joint 
check. This is me. 

Then there were such orders: the unit is secret, so I am accompanied (they carry 
the unit in a sealed green army box) by a brave sergeant and two soldiers. The three 
are in army uniforms, with weapons. A special boarding procedures at the Tolmachevo 
Airport (Novosibirsk) on a regular flight, a special transfer in the Koltsovo Airport 
(Sverdlovsk), and then a special transfer on board a dated AN-2 plane. In the air, both 
soldiers puke desperately, and the brave Sergeant joyfully rebukes them: 

"Now you got it, you sons of bitches, for that free leave of yours! Puke, puke like 
good boys! For the assignments you’ve missed!" 

At the destination the Director himself - the legendary General A.Malsky, a 
multiple order bearer and winner of the Lenin and Stalin prizes, meets me right away. I 
am humbled. Part of his plant is also stopped by the military because of our unit. He is 
the ultimate cool: 

- You'll stay with us until you've settled the issue with the military. Be it for a year 
or two. I'll call your people and tell them you're a hostage. You personally are not to 
blame. Maybe you're a good guy, don't be afraid! Go and get down to business. 

We begin to work it out right away. A day later, we find a methodological 
inaccuracy in the instructions. Our small army brings the victory back home. 

Late 1965. Deep Ural province. Secret town, one of the component factories of 
our main department. Big hall. The ring rail conveyor is all occupied by carts. Fully 
assembled items, that is, bombs, sit on the carts. Of course, they are not as huge and 
clumsy as our first RDS-1. They are as smart and eerily beautiful as the Snow Queen. 
The charges with our barrels have been undocked on all carts. The carts are driven one 
by one to the stand of checkout equipment, behind which a group of officers is working. 
The first shows failure of the checkout equipment, the second shows the same failure, 
the third, the fourth... Continuous failures. Five days remain until the New Year. An 
important resolution of the CPSU Central Committee and the Government is likely to be 
thwarted. Plans, bonuses, and awards are pending. Neighboring rooms are packed with 
visiting developers, specialists, and military personnel. Somewhere out there, at 
management, visiting high-ranking officials are fidgeting nervously at talks with the 
plant's leaders. Everyone is asking: what? how? 

I am working on designing a filter against interferences; to do this, you need to 
know their spectrum. I take oscillograms, interpret them, and make calculations and 
designs. I am avidly and feverishly helped by local engineers. They are powerless - 
they have different specialties. Developers of the barrel and the checkout equipment, 
my buddies, arrive and work separately in a closed room - they have been instructed 
(apparently, out of fear) not to let anyone in. 

There are three days are left until the end of the year. A Christmas tree and 
camp-beds were brought to the assembly shop. Everybody works sparing no effort. The 
top-brass may be accommodating today, but tough tomorrow. We sleep right here, 
switch off for an hour or two, my head is buzzing. Nevertheless, not everyone has a 
chance to sleep as close to an atomic bomb, and not one, for that matter! 

My filter has been prepared. I recall the instructions I received as a student: you 
should be very careful when selecting the grounding spot in high-voltage flip-flop 
circuits. I find such a spot. We switch the filter on. For the tenth... hundredth time. 
Everything starts working normally! My filter has done it! It is urgently included into the 
documentation. All the people entitled to sign the changes made to the documents are 
present. It is finished! The conveyor began working! On the evening of the thirtieth of 
December, I am leaving for home in time to meet the New Year there. There is a new 
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entry in my record of service concerning acknowledgements and an award on behalf of 
the head of the main department. I become personally known to the top management. 

The 1960s. Throughout the middle of this decade, production was "plagued" by a 
complex defect, the nature of which could not be clearly identified. Its manifestation was 
of a statistical nature, and the military was wary of missing products in which the defect 
would manifest itself in operation. Together with the VNIIAA engineer F. Rives, we 
found out through experiments that this phenomenon was due to the abnormal 
discharges in spark relays. We filed a report, Rives left Novosibirsk for Moscow, and the 
military, after reviewing the report, decided to stop acceptance until the defect was 
eliminated. So I have to leave, yet again, in yet another emergency, for a Moscow- 
based plant, with secret units in my hands. But times have changed: the units easily fit 
in a briefcase, and armed guards come now from a different department. What a laugh! 
It is a matter of two middle-aged men in plain clothes, armed with 7T pistols attached to 
their suspenders. There are no vacancies in our special hotel in Moscow. So we have to 
put up in a standard hotel: a room with four beds. The three of us check in the evening. 
The fourth, a stranger to us, looks on in horror as my companions busily put their pistols 
under their pillows and undress. We turn off the light. The guest gets up in half an hour 
and quietly leaves. Where he spent the night remains unknown. 

The 1970s. The nuclear defense complex stands on its head: an emergency of 
unthinkable scale has occurred. An experimental run of a complex underground test has 
been a total failure. It has been planned and prepared for years. They dug deep shafts 
and tunnels. They put the SCU and objects to be tested, and testing equipment into 
them. They connected countless kilometers of telemetric cables to all this and brought 
them up. They sealed up the giant mine plugs. They checked all the switches. Reported 
to the highest powers that be that everything was ready. Got the go-ahead. Sighed. 
Pressed the button - and nothing happened. Except that the telemetric data said that 
our barrel did not fulfill its purpose, that is, did not work, did not give explosive impulses. 
Everything there, underground, remained intact, but inaccessible and useless. All 
hopes, all calculations, all expectations had turned to dust. Huge amounts of money 
were lost. Moreover, an adequate number of nerve cells in hundreds of participants in 
the preparatory activities. 

The follow-up began - collection and verification of information on all stages of 
manufacturing parts, assemblies, units and final assembly of a particular ill-fated barrel, 
meetings, high-level commissions, demonstration experiments to prove our rightness, 
hassles. For us, the factory workers, and our developers from VNIIAA, after we 
analyzed the telemetric data, it was quite clear: our barrel was incorrectly connected. 
However, those who made the connection, stood their ground - "we did everything as 
per your instructions". Both sides failed to work out a joint opinion to report to the brass- 
top. 

The echo from the failed experiment was more than significant. I was secretly 
invited to the Novosibirsk oblast office of the KGB, where a handsome colonel I had 
never met before said: 

- You are well known to us as one of the best experts in the factory for your 
products. The authorities instructed me to investigate, independently of all these 
commissions, into possible causes of this emergency. I appeal to you for help. Is there 
any possibility of sabotage in your manufacture? Could there be a diversion, or some 
fundamental fault on the part of the developer of your products? 

I had to explain in detail that for the experiment purposes, an ordinary barrel was 
randomly selected from a large lot, and not by us, nor by the developers, but by the 
military from their arsenals, and that our factory did not know anything about this 
experiment for security reasons. How could any of the developers or us get involved? In 
addition, we were absolutely sure of the connection error, this was confirmed by the 
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telemetric data. After an hour's conversation, we parted amiably, and the Colonel quite 
amused me with his erudition and sense of humor - he said: 

- Do you read non-technical books? Good. Nevertheless, let me remind you of 
the great Bernard Shaw's famous phrase: "Learn never to tell anyone anything. Then 
everything will be alright." 

I understood him well. 

It was only a year later that the real reason was physically established: the mine 
was eventually unearthed and a faulty connection of the barrel was exposed. For all this 
time, the problem was considered unsolved and hung over everyone like a sword of 
Damocles. The officer who made this error was punished (as rumors had it, they made 
him to retire). 

A short note about punishments. I have worked in the MME for thirty years, and 
during this time, I have repeatedly met with miscalculations, mistakes and simply 
appalling neglectful blunders that led to large material losses. Yet I don't know of a 
single case where the culprit was put on trial. As a rule, major violations with severe 
consequences were punished by simple dismissals of the perpetrators. And this had 
been taking place when the ominous shadows of the security services restricted the 
horizons of every employee continuously, menacingly, and steadily. 

What's happening? What's the matter? 

(Origins of the mystery) 

All the countless cases of various emergencies, erroneous decisions, and 
production stops in my memory pale into insignificance when compared to one 
absolutely exceptional episode that took place in the first years of my career. This 
episode left an ever-living mark on my life. I became the BEARER OF AN UNSOLVED 
MYSTERY. Probably, my story will have henceforth an even drier, more protocol-like 
style - because it will be a matter of technology and nothing else. 

In 1963, the secret MME factories, which assemble and deliver SOU, received 
complaints from the Ministry of Defense and failed nuclear warheads. In accordance 
with established procedures, these plants conducted a regular check and established 
the reason for the rejections - that is, the barrels’ inoperability. The failed barrels were 
dismantled and according to the instructions, in their turn, sent back to our 
manufacturing plant along with reclamations. 

At that time, I worked as a research engineer in the electrotechnical laboratory, 
Specialized Design Office, at the said plant. Therefore, the failed barrels fell into my 
hands and into the hands of acceptance army officers so that we could look into the 
reasons for the failure. A commission was set up and found that all of them, rejected as 
a large single batch, had quite identical and previously unknown defect: the failure of 
vacuum spark relays (VSRs), which as components of the barrels were manufactured at 
our plant as a separate vacuum production line. Thus, our plant was the focus of claims, 
would-be lawsuits, and suspicions on behalf of the industry's top-brass, armed forces 
and intelligence services. 

As soon as the defect was revealed, the developers of the barrels (The Dukhov 
VNIIAA) and VSRs (the Vekshinsky Computer Engineering Research Institute, NIIVT) 
joined investigation into the causes. Some of the extracted VSRs were transferred to 
these institutes for analysis and research. 

Mass spectrometric studies of the gas composition of gases inside the VSR glass 
shells that have preserved the vacuum density were carried out in the electrovacuum 
laboratory of our plant during the analysis. As a result, palpable traces of helium were 
found inside the VSRs. 
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Note for the Humanitarians. 


Helium is an element of the system of chemical elements of D. I. Mendeleyev. 
Heads the group of inert gases, its atomic number is 2. As an element, it is an inert 
monatomic gas without any color, taste, or smell. "Noble" (inert) helium is known for its 
ability to easily penetrate the smallest cracks, fistulas, microfissures, etc. This property 
of helium is widely used to control the tightness of various devices using simple and 
very sensitive devices called "helium leak detectors". 

Helium’s other ability - to penetrate monolithic, inviolate molecular structures of various 
materials (some types of minerals, glasses, polymers, and even some alloys), -is used 
much less often. An oversimplified explanation of this property of helium is: the size of 
the helium’s atom is extremely small, and therefore it can "sift" through materials of a 
larger molecular structure. 


Immediately, both acceptance and shipment of products were stopped. The eyes 
of the military and our eyes raised to those at the top with a dismayful question: where 
did the helium come from? And we heard a not quite intelligible answer: search! 

NIIVT specialists led by S.P. Vorobyov, a talented candidate of technical 
sciences (later doctor of technical Sciences), rigged with a more modern mass 
spectrometer, and also detected a large amount of helium inside the vacuum-tight VSR 
shells. Further research revealed that the material of the VSR glass shells was freely 
permeable to helium. 

To illustrate this phenomenon, S.P. Vorobyov conducted a number of convincing 
experiments on pressure testing (exposure to external high pressure) of serviceable 
VSR samples with helium. As a result, all suitable VSR lost their functionality and clearly 
corresponded in their defective properties to those VSR that were extracted from the 
failed barrels. 

Thus, the exact cause of the defect of the rejected barrels was determined: 
external exposure to helium with a high partial pressure. It was like a bolt from the blue. 
Nothing was known about any documents or official statements explaining the impact. 

The incident with the return of a whole batch of barrels with a mysterious same- 
type defect, provoked by an external unregulated influence, caused a stir in closed-door 
circles, admitted to the subject of SCU. In technical parlance, this commotion was called 
"helium Panama hat". Suddenly, a rumor surfaced that a new, much larger batch of this 
modification of rejected barrels with a similar defect had been prepared. Our head of the 
special transportation Department, M.P. Kryshen, a very responsible person, warned 
me that I would soon be buried under an avalanche of such failed barrels sent in for 
analysis. However, in point of fact, no more rejected barrels came in. 

At the same time, the problem was hotly discussed at meetings and private 
conversations of specialists from the 5th, 6th main departments, VNIIAA and NIIVT. The 
bosses involved in this matter replied to the question "Where has the helium come 
from?" by shrugging their shoulders. Lower-ranking specialists conjectured and made 
most improbable assumptions in their circles. Everyone understood that the impact of 
helium occurred in the bowels of the Defense Ministry, and the answer was "buried" in 
12GUMO, which remained silent. However, A. A. Brish, Chief Designer, VNIIAA, 
promptly launched an emergency operation to create helium-resistant relays to serve as 
relevant replacements. At the factory, we were preparing for the production of these 
new relays in parallel. The work on replacing VSR with helium-resistant ones was 
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monitored by the management of the 5th and the 6th MME main departments and 
12GUMO. 

The following event speaks about the scale of the "helium Panama hat our 
Novosibirsk plant was unexpectedly visited by a well-known statesman in closed circles, 
rear Admiral V. I. Alfyorov, the then head of the 6 th main department, and since 1964 - 
the Deputy Minister for the nuclear weapons complex. He wanted to hear about the 
details of the defect first-hand, and I, a young specialist, had the opportunity to report 
the details of the analysis of defective barrels of this legend among the atomic weapons 
makers. Vladimir Ivanovich came to our laboratory, sat down among the instruments, 
and listened attentively to my report. He asked a few questions, considered, and shook 
his head. Then he thanked us all, gave me a grateful diplomatic hug, and without taking 
his hand off my shoulder, led me to the side, behind the equipment counter, and said in 
an undertone: 

"Well done! My personal gratitude. You have no idea how important this problem 
is. Keep on searching. 

This wish caused us all to be perplexed and confused. 

And, all of a sudden, soon after his visit to us, the leadership of the Ministry of 
Defense and our Ministry seemed to forget about the "helium Panama hat" whatsoever. 
Official meetings, scientific and technical discussions, and even conversations on this 
topic were stopped. Contrary to the usual practice, the heads of the military 
representative offices did not ask us or the developers any questions related to the 
reasons for the failure of a whole batch of barrels. Everyone, even military experts, was 
perplexed and asked: what happened after all? What's the matter? The "helium 
Panama hat" subsided in a suspiciously short period of time. The circumstances of the 
impact of helium on the barrels in the SCU remained a mystery. A major scandal was 
extinguished in an unusual way- not by severe punishments to the perpetrators, nor by 
stinging tongue-lashing, but by strict official reserve. This was a very wise decision: if 
the ban on the topic was announced officially (by an instruction or even an oral order 
against receipt), interest in it would only increase. Moreover, this administrative move 
led to a rapid attenuation of attention to the helium problem in the context of other 
important current issues. But not for me - this thorn lodged within me forever. 

After some time, a clumsy attempt was made to simulate a leak of information 
from 12GUMO'. allegedly, one of the officers "somewhere in our parts” made a mistake, 
and instead of compressed air, used helium when checking the airtightness of the SCU. 
Some 12GUMO officers, followed by the NIIVT and VNIIAA line managers circulated 
this gossipy version under their voices, as a surmise, in the smoking rooms. It was just 
an annoying, uncommon, random episode, they said. There was no official confirmation 
of this rumor. 

The absurd flimsiness of this version was obvious. On business trips, I was 
present at many SCU checks, wherein SCU were verified both individually and as part 
of various military products. It was mandatory that teams of full-time, well-trained officer 
rather than individuals performed these checks. An inspector described each of his 
actions outloud, and his teammates followed suit. Under the circumstances, any error 
committed by one inspector will inevitably go on record and be immediately corrected by 
his colleague. In addition, it is absolutely improbable that the error was made 
repeatedly, on many items in a row. 

"Helium Panama hat ", this first secret inter-agency scandalous scoop that I 
came across, made an unforgettable impression on me and gained for me the status of 
an unsolved mystery. My inborn tireless drive to get to the truth at any cost, whether it 
was related to business, technical problems, or personal relationships, always prevailed 
over my inner restraints. I have been trying to learn something new that will help me 
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solve this puzzle throughout my life. At some point, it seemed, the attempts proved 
unsuccessful. Until I found myself in luck. 

Forget about it forever! 

(Of those who might have known) 

As I have already said, I have worked with many famous and unknown, but no 
less talented and worthy people: scientists, commanders, heads of large research 
institutes and industries, engineers and officers. Here I will not touch upon everyone 
who could know the true reason for the "helium mystery", but, first of all, those whom I 
held in sincere and deep respect and trusted infinitely. 

Yuli Borisovich Khariton 

Unforgettable summer of 1975! Years of scientific and technical, career and 
social achievements! The summer, in which unexpected flashes of results of work, 
brainstorms and love affairs happened everyday! Besides, the whole world was shaking 
with delight at the success of the Soyuz-Apollo project! Up there, our and American 
cosmonauts hugged and kissed, and we, Soviet scientists and engineers, did our 
utmost to gain a positive answer to the query: who- the USSR or the United States - 
would be the first to make missiles with nuclear warheads that could hit either London or 
New York in a few minutes, and turn the beautiful cities into a bloody mess. Of course, 
the Anglo-Saxon foes tackled the same tasks arduously at their respective homes, in 
secret establishments in the USA and Europe. How bitter is the irony of these hugs and 
kisses in orbit, how bitter is the union of brotherhood and hatred. 

Back then I visited Moscow for weeks on end. Even brought my wife with me to 
the capital for this period, lest she should get bored. I worked days and nights, either at 
our research institutes, or in my dear MME, or in the no less dear Ministry of Defense. 
The situation was really critical: I organized a protracted experiment. Its experimental 
base was in Novosibirsk, and the main (administrative) brains - in Moscow and at 
Arzamas-16. At that time, we were solving an acute peculiar problem in the field of 
applied solid-state physics. The work was so important and urgent that for an eye-to- 
eye meeting with me, as the experiment’s organizer, none other than Yuli Borisovich 
Khariton himself ( Yu.B. - so we called behind his back, for conspiracy purposes) came 
from Arzamas-16. It was a great honor for me. Our meetings were held every day for a 
week in the office of Lieutenant General L. A. Petukhov, CEO, the 6th MME main 
department, on the eighth floor of our building at the Bolshaya Ordynka street. For the 
duration of Yu.B .'s stay, the secretary's chair was occupied by an agent in plain clothes. 
Participants in those meetings were limited strictly to the three of us. As soon as regular 
results became available, I hurried to this top-secret room where Petukhov and I waited 
for Yu.B. The world-renowned scientist always came in alone, made profuse and 
accurate notes and seemed to show interest in mere trifles and the details of the 
experiments. He impressed me as a completely impenetrable man. Then, after my 
report, Yu.B. would give me instructions for further work quite dispassionately and left. 
Next, Lieutenant General Alexander Antonovich Osin, Deputy Head, 12GUMO, a most 
intelligent expert and a wonderful person, would come in. After discussing the progress 
of work with him, I raced to NIIAA, where people of smaller caliber (doctors, candidates 
of technical sciences, colonels, and others, still smaller) were eagerly waiting. The cycle 
repeated itself everyday for about a month. 

This was the sole opportunity to ask Yu.B. about the "helium mystery", for he was 
the one who knew exactly the clue, especially since the subject of our meetings was a 
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very similar problem. But I tried several times, was within an inch of asking and did not 
dare. I am still sure he would not have answered at all or would not have told me the 
truth. 

At last, the day came when the expected results were received, reports were 
made, activities were worked out, and all the necessary instructions were given. 
Scientists, generals and other superiors wished us (those who conducted all the 
researches) to take a good rest. So, together with two "ordinary" scientists from NIIAA, I 
went to our favorite bathhouse in Maryina Roshcha, since it was located not far from our 
place of work. Those, who heard about it, know that this bath was famous for its soft 
water, gorgeous steam, and also for the fact that it was loved and regularly visited by 
the famous actor Rybnikov, who lived in the neighborhood. This wonderful, reputed bath 
has long since been demolished. 

Having allayed our souls with the bathhouse, having drunk to the success of the 
experiment and for our and U.S. cosmonauts over our heads (they were embracing in 
orbit right then), we went out, looking for an adventure. We crossed the Sushchevsky 
Val street and moved towards the nearby Severny restaurant unhurriedly. 

One of my friends changed his mind and went about his business, and the two of 
us suddenly noticed a couple of slender, airy girls in bright but decorous dresses 
coming towards us. And they were so good, so careless, so cheerful, that our festive 
mood tripled, and all of a sudden, we found ourselves sitting all together, the four of us, 
at a table in the Severny and laughing merrily for our good luck, for the gentle summer 
weather, and for each other. How beautiful these girls were! They had just graduated 
from school and on that day were enrolled in the Institute they had dreamed of. And 
suddenly - an unexpected meeting with unfamiliar cheerful adults, polite and obviously 
decent men! How their slightly embarrassed bright eyes shone when they realized that 
they were being courted by decent men, and you could order anything, when you could 
have a small drink, when you needed not be afraid of anything, but just enjoy the 
amazing windfall! We treated and entertained our unknown beauties with care, and they 
chattered and laughed carelessly. Deep within, they felt how important this chance 
meeting was:"...That's what they are, real men. Oh, I wish I had a fellow of my own age, 
just as manly and kind, who would not only love, but also pity me! Am I not going to be 
lucky enough to meet someone like that ever more? Then my life will be just terrible, 
terrible! God, I simply mustn’t break down in tears..." 

These girls were beautiful; they truly crowned our celebration on the occasion of 
our victory at work! 


Comrade Generals and officers 

The example of Leonid Andreyevich Petukhov confirms that the nuclear power of 
the USSR was created by the minds and efforts of people from the armed forces. Most 
of them - Directors of the ground-breaking research institutes and factories, chief 
designers, heads of construction sites and proving grounds - came from the circles of 
our army. Many of them were veterans, participants in the Second World War. 
Lieutenant General L. A. Petukhov, a military professional, a front-line soldier, was also 
among the first ranks of the practical founders of the nuclear defense complex. 

Detailed biographical data of this statesman are given in the books about him, on 
the Internet and other media; many nonfiction works reflect his main traits and personal 
interests. As his direct subordinate and the performer of some of his special work- 
related assignments, I cannot regard our relationship as friendly simply because he was 
older than I was and incomparably higher in terms of his rank. But I always thought we 
understood each other well. Having worked as a director of a large plant, he liked to 
delve into the immediate issues of production management, especially into various pilot 


17 



projects. For instance, once the Khimapparat Director and I had several long detailed 
discussions with him about our plan to forcibly send all the IT employees of the 
computer center, (now they are called "IT specialists") for a three-month internship as 
deputy heads of all our main shops and departments. He showed genuine interest and 
vigorously supported this project with practical advice that led to exceptionally good 
results of our manufacture. 

As to personal impressions, I remember that on his desktop there was always a 
bar of plain steel, on which the word "NEVER" was cut with a rough chisel. 

Once I repeated to him, in a suitable setting, in private, my question about the 
causes of the "helium Panama hat". He answered briefly and clearly: 

- This isn't the first time you are asking. Get it out of your head. 

Lieutenant General Alexander Antonovich Osin, chief engineer of 12GUMO, 
had spectacular scientific and engineering expertise in our area. When there were 
various problems with design or circuit design, it was unthinkable to make decisions 
without him. At that, you could rest assured that he would quickly grasp at the physical 
nature of a defect, assess its danger correctly and make a fair decision on further steps. 
If he found it necessary to do additional complete rechecking of product surpluses, or 
even rework, he was relentless about it. Moreover, he justified this need not only by his 
powers, but also with clear and understandable technical arguments. At the same time, 
he did not allow to fan the fire in response to formal quibbles on the part of the army’s 
acceptance inspectors. 

Knowing these qualities of Mr. Osin, I once ventured to ask for his advice on a 
very delicate issue. During laboratory research at the plant, I managed to find an 
offensively gross error in the SAD circuit design. This miscalculation did not affect the 
SAD performance, but resulted in incomplete use of the energy accumulated during 
cocking. I was in two minds about making the results of the research public: I could 
either make an unexpected, unpleasant for the developers report at the next session of 
scientific and technical council, or "drop the bomb" in official correspondence, or simply 
keep silent. I decided to consult privately with A. A. Osin. He listened to me carefully 
and, having instantly grasped at the technical part of the matter, advised: 

- It is not worthwhile for you to speak at the council session. It is impossible to 
keep silent about this drawback under any circumstances. Write an ordinary report, 
assign a stronger security classification to it and address it without pomp, along with 
other current ones, to A. A. Brish. He will understand everything, keep quiet, work with 
his men, and kick someone's ass without taking out the trash from the hut. Mr. Brish will 
be grateful to you, and your relationship will not get sour. Familiarize our acceptance 
inspectors with your report urgently. 

Everything worked as he said. The SAD scheme was improved upon without 
unnecessary rows and unpleasant retributions. 

I asked A. A. Osin about the reasons for the "helium Panama hat" twice, and he 
told me twice, looking me in the eye: 

- This is all bullshit. Nonsense. Get it out of your head. Stop putting me questions 
about it. Understand? 

Lieutenant General Ivan Alexandrovich Savin, Deputy Chief of the 12GUMO, 
was a talented organizer of the complex apparatus of special military acceptance 
inspectorate. One of the directions entrusted to him was a clear-cut organization of the 
activities of the inspectorate’s multi-branch representations at the SCU/SCU 
components production sites. I. A. Savin paid special attention to the issues of product 
quality assurance, the main principles of which, with his direct participation, were set out 
in the fundamental, at that time classified, instructions of 12GUMO. I cannot help but 
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note that only two decades after the full implementation of these principles in the MME- 
12GUMO system, International Organization for Standardization offered them to all 
member-states as "outrunning standards" in quality (well-known ISO-9000 series of 
standards, etc.). The idea of obscene, tacit borrowing by the West of fruitful ideas and 
principles, one of the authors of which was I. A. Savin, arises involuntarily. 

The effective product quality management system established at our plant was 
the result of cooperation between the engineering corps and the inspectors of the 
military representation under the control of I. A. Savin and with his direct participation 
and active support. 

I turned to I. A. Savin with questions about the helium problem twice, and both 
times the answer was the same: “do not bother” and “do not ask again”. 

My long record of business communication with generals A. A. Osin and I. A. 
Savin showed that both of them, having started their military service with participation in 
combat operations on the war fronts, showed their best side as wise commanders and 
talented specialists in a complex, most important field of science and technology. Their 
particular merit consists in the selection and education of a whole cohort of 
professionals in their field, brilliant officers, who worked at the core office of the 
12GUMO and across the country: P. F. Naiko, S. N. Kitaev, P. S. Pryadkin, V. K. 
Mayakov, R. A. Semyagin, N. S. Ilchenko, and others. 

Arkady Adamovich Brish 

I have been working with A. A. Brish since 1962. During my work at the 
Khimapparat plant, as my career progressed, we became closer and closer in the 
course of regular business meetings, and after my appointment as deputy chief 
designer of the special design bureau, and, next, Chief Engineer of the plant, we were 
already close friends, exchanging visits, meeting not only at business functions, but also 
during informal parties when on business trips. He supervised my thesis research. All 
this time, I sincerely, unquestioningly revered him as an unquestionable authority. 

A lot of books, articles in the press and other media may seem to reveal all traits 
of this outstanding man. I would like to add a few words about one of his most important 
human qualities - his unyielding determination. This was the only man of ideas I have 
ever met with in my life, a person who had remained faithful to his mission throughout 
his life. It was not the mission that chose him (in the form of a task, assignment, etc.), 
but it was he who chose his own mission - SAD with pulsed neutron initiation (INI). 
When he began a career in nuclear science, the idea of external neutron initiation 
existed only on paper. It had to be put to life from scratch, from the formation of a core 
team of developers, to making practical calculations, to creating working documents and 
real, tangible instruments and devices. A.A. Brish was inspired by Y.B. Khariton and 
V.A. Zuckerman to solve this most difficult problem. He accepted this mission and 
carried it heroically through all of his life. For its sake, he was ready to go all lengths: 
trying on the guise of a crafty courtier, enduring the prejudices of the top-brass, the 
insidious attacks from both opponents and rivals, tolerating his unaccomodating 
deputies, and much more. It is from here that behind-the-scenes rumors of his 
sophisticated resourcefulness appeared and faded. 

He was a true knight of the idea, who was loyal to his vocation only. If he 
happened to grow wary of something, he was afraid not for himself, but for his mission, 
his idea. He was extremely jealous of alternative SAD developments. Once, when he 
learned at our factory that we were mass-producing one of the alternative varieties of 
SAD design, he got terribly excited, threw overboard all items on his current agenda and 
did not calm down until he learned all the details about the parameters of this model, 
although this required a formal solution of some security-related issues. 
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In the firm service of his mission, he did not rely on the numerous deputies, nor 
on the strong middle echelon that he had brought up by himself. He himself proposed 
bold courses of principle and supervised their strict implementation sternly. Through 
skilful maneuvering, he remained true to his goal and was always on his own. His 
guiding stars were neither the dour VNIIAA Head, nor the CEO of the main department, 
nor even the Deputy MME Minister himself. His guiding stars were Yu.B. Khariton and 
V.A. Zuckerman. 

A.A. Brish was perfectly aware, and in private conversations even admitted, 
many shortcomings in the research efforts of his Institute, such as backwardness in the 
development of serial technologies, poor methods and means of verification, noticeable 
omissions in the organization and day-to-day practices of department managing. 
Without shirking his own responsibility, he said underdeveloped level of some of his 
deputies went some way to explain the drawbacks ("The parish is as good as its priest," 
he said). Obviously, he was unable to keep track of all and sundry. 

He was always elegant, eloquent, and full of a subtle sense of humor (he was a 
stranger to black humor; I remember that it is from him that I heard a very subtle rebuke 
that, alas, became dated now, to one of his subordinates who made an indiscreet 
remark to a female interlocutor: "If a simple man looks into a bathroom where a lady 
happens to be, he will say "sorry, Madam!" But a gentleman will say under the 
circumstances "sorry, sir"). His office was always filled with people who would wait long 
for their turn. If someone didn't have enough patience and stirred to leave, A.A. Brish 
would stop him saying: “Keep your seat, I need you. Listen and make yourself smarter 
meanwhile, it's good for you”. This was said so as to invite the person to join in the 
discussion rather than offend him or her. The owner of the office was always happy to 
listen to them. His eloquence was extremely broad, but if his diction was quite perfect, 
his vocabulary often went out of bounds. But even in this he was artistic and interesting, 
and the culprits did not take offence. On the contrary, if a rumor about a thundering 
tongue-lashing in the chief's office spread on the Institute’s sidelines, certain 
scandalmongers even invented an excuse and sped to see “the show”. 

I will give an example of such a "show” (and they happened almost daily) and 
Brish’s clever flexibility. 

....That happened at a time when we had systematic failures in the operation of 
VSR. For almost a week, I do not get out of a VNIIAA laboratory, where researcher F. 
Reeves is struggling with an inexplicable anomalous discharge that we both discovered 
earlier in Novosibirsk. We are preparing for a meeting with A.A. Brish, and VSR 
developers are about to arrive soon. Felix Reeves, a conscientious and straightforward 
man, is worried: we have just recorded confirmation of the defect with him, but he is 
afraid to admit this to A.A. Brish. He confesses to me that A.A. Brish keeps telling him 
persistently: 

-We (in VNIIAA) have never had anything like that! Haven't we? Here, then, say 
so: never, and that's it! But they (meaning us, the Khimapparat plant) happen to have it 
at times! So there's something wrong with their technology! Let them search! The guys 
there are smart, not like those we have here! Perhaps they will find some fault in the 
schemes and then tell you, assholes. But formally, we are clean in front of our army 
inspectors - we have not had such cases. Have not! So stick to the one and only thing: 
the factory needs to look for some particular features in the technology. 

I enter the office of A.A. Brish. At first sight, it becomes clear: a tongue-lashing is 
taking place. A.A. Brish, red with anger, does not sit, but stands at his desk. At some 
distance, the developers of VSR are sitting: the head of development Lev Samuilovich 
Eig and his associates, S.S. Tsitsiashvili and A. B. Heifets. A.A. Brish greets me and 
points to a seat by his desk and goes on: 
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- “Reports, reports...” What’s the use for us in your reporting? Eig your mother, 
wake up! Will you stop living within yourself! Will you look around at last? What do you 
refer to the reports for when your VSR fart every other time rather than work? Do you 
want your fart steam from the reports to move the manufacture onwards, so that the 
army inspectors could breathe the steam in to their hearts’ content and calm down? 

- But, Arkady Adamovich, we have checked everything we could! There can't be 
such a discharge in a normal VSR, as lots of our reports say... 

A. A. Brish's face turns redder and he yells once more: 

- Reports again! Well, Eig your mother, I have no words for it, to make you 
realize, at long last, Leo, dear! I get it by instinct, I smell, I feel that you, too, fouled 
things up for your part in this case, and not the plant only! Please, stop releasing your 
fucking reports, go to Novosibirsk immediately, and find out what's up there. Get rid of 
the mess; leave out not a single detail! Take my gougings with you; I'll let anyone of 
them go. But do not forget the main line: we have never had such a thing, we need to 
look for some fault in their (points his finger at me) technology. 

The tongue-lashing continues for another hour. In the end, Eig and his 
colleagues leave to prepare for the trip to our place, A.A. Brish calms down a bit, and I 
ask him not to let anyone in for a minute (as is his custom, a large group of visitors is 
already gathering in the office with papers, instructions, and questions). He cannot work 
unless there are people around him. After my urgent request, his secretary Katya blocks 
the door, and we are left eye to eye. I calmly report that I have registered identical 
deviation from the norm by exhausting repetitive series of experiments here, on his turf, 
with his equipment, with his products, together with his people. I explain: 

- Arkady Adamovich, you must surely understand that your men could not 
register this when working it out here, because the phenomenon is statistically 
extremely rare and it can only surface in mass production! After all, it is only when 
controlling large numbers of samples that adverse combinations of properties are more 
likely to occur! Your men couldn't detect it here, no matter how many times they 
switched on the same samples! Moreover, we have a stream of them, the number of 
combinations is huge, I can't even tell you the numbers, and they are so immense in 
comparison to yours. 

At first, he puffs angrily, frowns, and then mumbles: 

- Anyway, my assholes should have made provisions for anything when they 
were working it out. Of course, you are right about the law of large numbers and 
unfavorable combinations. And what is it all about, really? Just a trifle, because this 
defect lies beyond three Sigmas, beyond the fifth Sigma, so there is absolutely nothing 
to worry about in terms of work capacity! But if one admits it in public (and I hope you 
will also keep mum), it will amount to wiping out the entire effort. I have a lot of «well- 
wishers" here, you know, and not only among the armed forces. They will raise such a 
creeping ruckus, they will befoul everything and everybody! So let's agree to follow my 
favorite formula: 

- IN ORDER TO FURTHER INCREASE THE WORK CAPABILITY 
RESOURCES... How beautiful, how correct it sounds! Speed your people, like I did with 
Lev, let them all join their efforts and find out what is the matter! 

Systematically throughout the years of working together, I did not miss an 
opportunity and repeatedly asked him about the reasons for the failures of barrels 
associated with helium, but he stubbornly evaded the answer, and only once advised 
me to "forget this story". After the "blitz" replacement of VSR with completely new, 
helium-resistant ones, a replacement that entailed an urgent and thorough re-equipment 
of our vacuum-related production, I asked him again: 

- What is this replacement for, if no one knows what happened to these barrels? 
Or where the helium came from?" 
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Frankly speaking, the same question was asked by both his closest allies and 
VSR developers. A. A. Brish's response was vague: 

-Well, you know, God saves the man who saves himself. 

It did not sound like his answer; he would always strive for absolute clarity. 

The penultimate time I talked with A.A. Brish was in December 2009, at his 
invitation. At VNIIAA, I was cordially greeted by his loyal secretary Katya, who had 
matured with all of us since the days of her youth. She took me to see A. A. Brish, who 
held the post of Honorary Scientific Director. 

The conversation was very long. He desperately complained that he could not 
awake the elite to the risks of poor attention to the safety of storage and handling of 
nuclear munitions. According to him, he repeatedly wrote "to the powers that be" about 
this problem, but received no answers. The reason for the silence, he said, was that 
"adventurers came to power" who do not understand the importance of the problem. 

- How old are you?" - He asked with a cordial smile. - Ah, 72 years! Therefore, 
you passed the grade of the elderly and got into the old-men category, but I have long 
since passed into the category of long-livers! You know, they treat me as if I were a 
demented old man! (He was 92 at the time). And they don't listen, and it won't end well! 

I assure you, the whole thing will end very badly. 

I asked him again for his opinion on the helium problem, and with difficulty and 
reluctance, using "it seems," "probably «several times, repeated the ridiculous version 
of 12GUMO about an a military officer’s personal one-time error. 

At parting, he showed his fingers suffering from perpetual cramps, which would 
bend-unbend only if he looked at them, and gave me one of his books. When he made 
a dedicatory inscription, he picked up a piece of paper that lay on top of a pile of papers 
with notes made by his hand, put it in the book, and handed it to me. After leaving 
Brish's office, I ran into Herman Smirnov, Brish's successor, a coeval of mine, and also 
an old friend. He took me to his Chief Designer's office and also gave me a book about 
himself. This coincidental relay-race-like occurrence between VNIIAA Chief Designers 
of struck me both as funny and very symbolic. 

Already in the corridor, I took out a piece of paper that Arkady Adamovich had 
put in a book. On the one side I read: 

I abhor every kind of deathliness, 

I adore every kind of life. 

On the other side, he wrote down a famous poem by Okudzhava: 

The universal experience shows, 

Kingdoms pass away 

Not because life is difficult, 

Nor because of terrible ordeals. 

They die because 

And all the more painfully and longer, 

Because the people have no more respect for their Kingdom. 

B. Okudzhava. 

I have been keeping this note carefully. 

In 2012 (I have been retired for 15 years), A.A. Brish called me by phone at my 
dacha and invited me to visit him at work to give me his latest book as a souvenir. I left 
Tarusa on July 18 and visited VNIIAA on the 19th. Arkady Adamovich has grown 
noticeably weaker and was already in another small office, but his mood did not change 
at all. He remained convinced that our top leadership did not pay enough attention to 
the safety of the storage and handling of nuclear munitions, and spoke about his still 
unrequited efforts to solve this problem. I asked him again about the "helium problem," 
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but he said he did not remember anything about it. I could not believe it, because this 
problem was one of the most significant ones in the history of his research efforts. Did 
the military never ever tell him anything? It was just improbable. He gave me his latest 
book, and we said goodbye. It proved to be our last meeting (he died in 2016). 

D. M. Chistov and S. P. Vorobyov 

These colleagues occupied a special place in my life among the many colleagues 
who shared a common cause: I felt the deepest respect for both of them and deep 
gratitude for their reciprocal friendly feelings. Both of them were the closest assistants to 
A.A. Brish for electric vacuum devices. Under the guidance and direct participation of 
both outstanding scientists, superminiature physical devices were created that had quite 
unique properties. It is even more significant that these devices were so thoroughly 
worked out that they were mass-produced. 

Deokt Mikhailovich Chistov, Deputy Chief Designer, the Stalin and Lenin 
Prizes laureate, bearer of many orders and medals, stood out due to his mastermind 
appearance, good manners and clear speech. And this despite the fact that during the 
war, at age fourteen, he worked as a turner at one of the Yaroslavl factories, turning out 
details of artillery shells (as he stood at the machine, he had to mount a box because of 
his small stature). D. Chistov's benevolence, humor and friendliness knew no bounds: 
for instance, when he came to visit me for the first time, he introduced himself to my 
wife and immediately said: 

-Where's the trash can? Give me the bucket! 

Having visited the Novaya Zemlya landfill several times, he accumulated quite a 
collection of true sailor’s vests, and once he gifted a big company he entertained at his 
house with these souvenirs. 

On the other hand, as a developer, he adhered to the strictest requirements for 
mass production technologies and was completely intolerant of the slightest deviations 
from the requirements of documentation. He was always polite and friendly, but at the 
same time demanding and strict, to his subordinates at work. 

In response to my repeated questions about the helium problem during our long¬ 
term friendly relations, Deokt Mikhailovich, though with a barely noticeable smile, still 
stubbornly insisted on the embarrassing error of "some officer somewhere". 

Stanislav Petrovich Vorobyov, doctor of technical sciences, scientific Director 
in the field of electrovacuum devices at VNIIAA, was the most skilful and inventive 
experimental physicist. I have already mentioned his success in experimental proof of 
the helium permeability of VSR shells, but he reached incomparably greater heights in 
the development of other electro-vacuum devices. Some of S. Vorobyov's experiments 
were downright wacky. For example, when preparing for the experiments on 
luminescent registration of partial discharges in overstressed insulations, in his 
laboratory, he selected the devices preliminarily, using a method of his own ("with the 
naked eye"!). He observed the flashes with his face in a positively dangerous proximity 
to the high-voltage power sources. 

Our summer cottages were in the same dacha district in Tarusa, and we had the 
opportunities to discuss both business and private affairs at our leisure. By nature, he 
had a kind of charming stutter and a special, good-naturedly slyish smile. He would 
tease me as soon as I touched upon the "helium" topic: 

- I won't tell you anyway...you know why?...Because no one knows! 

In these frank conversations, I realized that he really did not know anything about 
how and from where the helium got into the devices he cared about. 
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Life. 

The other (cherished) side 

Well, of course, of course, there was and flourished this cherished, private side! 
Despite the stranglehold of manufacture, its serpent-like hypnosis, despite the 
enthralling craving for research, there were all things human: love and malice, literature 
and music, tennis and swimming, fishing and hunting, motorcycles and cars, Siberian 
mushrooms, berries and cedars... We, the voluntary spiritual slaves of manufacture and 
physical research, lived together with the humanitarians in a unified external world. In 
every soul, the poetic inebriation of Okudzhava was kindled with a quiet but 
unquenchable flame. Like bells calling for repentance, the poems and songs of Galich 
rang out. Fiercely, with scandals and bans, the vast ocean of Vysotsky's works spread. 
And their followers already began to show up, and then took their stands in the rank. 
Instead of annoying, unrequited prodding from the screen, we welcomed the films of 
Tarkovsky and Solovyov. From aboard our Soviet ship, like Columbus, we were finally 
able to study unfamiliar Western arts under our own eyes. Terra Incognita! - and the 
music of new Orleans jazz, the music of the Beatles, Pink Floyd, the great A.L. Webber 
started to come at full liberty... Terra Incognita! - and we stepped into the unknown, 
boundless continents of Western and world literature... Terra Incognita! - And we 
discovered Eastern mysteries, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and yoga with interest... 
Terra Incognita! - And we were opening up new political horizons... 

The Obkom vigils 

Systematically, the plant's management received stern "invitations" from the 
relevant district, city and regional CPSU committees to all sorts of seminars and 
conferences. If one could sometimes avoid participating in city and district events by 
replacing themselves with their deputies, the "invitation" from the regional committee 
(Obkom) was a categorically inexorable summons. In such cases, it was assumed that 
a Director could be replaced by a Chief Engineer only. My Director did not abuse this 
technique too much, but he liked to resort to it. 

At first, I formed a habit of taking heaps of unclassified mailings with me to work 
through on my lap. However, I was soon exposed, fatherly scolded, and advised to stop 
it. As the lecturers went on with their propaganda, I looked around in anguish and 
suddenly remembered that the Novosibirsk Nikolai Roerich Museum was located close 
to the regional committee. I had become its regular visitor since then. I would leave the 
meeting room under the pretext of needing a lavatory and run away from the "seminars" 
to the museum even in winter’s cold, without outerwear. 

I was particularly attracted to the works of his later period, where the inexorable 
rhythms of cold and warm tones seemed downright merciless at times. It seemed to me 
that they bore the early, grim German classical music within. Most of all, I was struck 
(and I have still found no clue), by the similarity (if not sameness) of artistic techniques 
between the U.S. artist R. Kent and N. Roerich. What is the reason? I looked through 
some books and found no information about it. It seems that they had not even met, 
although their lives overlapped for a sufficient period. What is it about? Coincidence? 
Borrowing? A sacred union of secluded souls? Let us take another exciting point. An 
artist and a pal of mine asked me if I had ever come across... UFOs in Roerich’s 
paintings? After repeated searches, I actually found an image of a round object 
suspended in the blue skies in one of the pictures. The Museum attendant explained 
that experts were arguing for and against it: either someone added it, or Roerich 
actually drew some unknown to him phenomenon. 
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I cannot help but tell you about an obkom agenda that brought about quite a 
success. The whole country listened to the reading of Brezhnev's book "Malaya Zemlya" 
back then. The regional committee categorically obliged the Directors and Chief 
Engineers, to be "in conjunction" at the readings for three days. On one of these days, 
the Director managed to escape after dinner, but made me promise to take his place (it 
was so childlike: "They won't see who is there, but they will see that the seat is 
occupied. And if they’ll notice that your seat is empty, then say: what’s the matter? Here 
I am!"). So I found myself seated next to a Director of a new distillery. The man ceded 
his seat to his Chief Engineer. The latter told me about his troubles out of boredom, 
complaining, among other things, about the lack of a special, centrally allocated rubber 
for gaskets, and the shortages in their toolroom. It was a gift from destiny! This chance 
was not to be missed! Without leaving the huge hall, I organized a meeting with officials 
of the regional committee by making darts here and there. As a result, a "proposal" on 
behalf of the high-ranking CPSU functionaries was drawn up for our plant to provide 
engineering assistance to the distillery. Our supply men had access to all kinds of 
resources, and they combined the best qualities of snoopers and wolfhounds. Our 
toolmakers produced unique molds. Shortly we fulfilled the assignment of the regional 
committee and received a fertile source of drinks for bath receptions, which were 
arranged at our own expense under the pressure from the very regional committee for 
famous visitors (CPSU Central Committee instructors, members of supervisory 
commissions, legendary cosmonauts, et al.). 

What are you happier about? 

- Darya Petrovna, could you stay off hours today? Natasha is going to a wedding 
party, and we don't have any other lab assistants, you know. Only for three, four hours... 
my film stock won’t last any longer. You know, I anticipate that I’ll be lucky today at last! 
I've been sitting up in the evenings for a month, trying to get this damned abnormal 
flash, it must come, it must! You are aware of my experiments, because more than five 
thousand turnings-on have already been made, and how much film has been wasted! 
Today, today it will definitely work! This is so exciting: my calculations and surmises are 
about to be confirmed! You know, I've already been reprimanded for working alone with 
high voltages, and in the dark with two scintillators without covers... Why do I address 
you so formally? Well, first of all, you're a research engineer; secondly, want to flatter 
you a bit, and thirdly, someone else was around a minute ago. Do you need to go to the 
kindergarten? Well, let Misha pick up your daughter, you are neighbors... I'm going to 
him now, he hasn't left yet... 

I return quickly. 

- Ok, I arranged it with him, go, go to him, and give your instructions. And call 
your husband while I am turning everything on... 

- So. Here's a stool, your job is simple - as soon as the charging is over, signal 
me immediately, warn me each time, because I'm looking at the second oscilloscope, 
and press this button - but you know it well. Then pass the tape. We photograph each 
oscillogram. And don't get up, don't get up, or else you'll brush all my cables and you'll 
get struck, God forbid! Yes, and you will bring down the settings, and I will have to sort 
out the mess again, to recheck... Let’s begin!... 

- Yes, two hours have passed... This is what mustering up statistics is about... 
Shall I turn on the light? - Take a break though, in the dark your radiant eyes become 
exhausted, probably. I can see them glow even in the pitch darkness! A cup of tea. 
Huh? Me? I'm not tired at all. I'm waiting, one might say, fiercely waiting. It's going to 
happen! It must! There’s no other way!... 
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"Another hour has passed. Again, nothing will happen... Mother of God... will we 
never chance upon it? You don’t turn it on too early? Yes, I know, I know, you are very 
accurate by nature... Let's change the intervals a little, let's not rush it. 

- Only half an hour to go, everything is completely overheated. And you, too - 
sick and tired, it makes you boil, I see... What's it? Ah!.. A-a-a-ah! We’ve got it! Hurray! 
And for the second time, almost in a row! - Here it is, see the probability turn into reality! 
So much time waiting, there was nothing, and then two flashes in succession! And we 
haven’t run out of the film, and the pictures came out as they should, hooray! Hooray! 
It's you, you that brought good luck, I knew it, I believed in it! Dasha, Dashenka, come 
here, I've already turned off everything, don't be afraid. How glad I am, and I do not 
know what makes me happier - whether it is the flash, or your joy, your light coming 
from within! Don't cry, I'll turn off the lights again, come, come closer! Forget about our 
spat, I love you, you see it for yourself... 

And the whole world turns upside down! I am already out of the lab, out of the 
formulas, out of the experiment. The joy of discovery combines so perfectly with the joy 
of reconciliation with the beloved! If I did not love her, I would not have been able to do 
it, no matter how hard I tried! And vice versa: if I did not wait so arduously for the 
confirmation of my calculations - I would not have loved her the way I do! It is all 
connected, I know. I know, I know, I know!... 

Here they are, the trembling, delicate hands, the fragrant hair, the longed-for lips, 
the burning boobs...Here they are, those amazing thighs, their spasmodically greedy 
hairy ring, its tenacious grip, here they are, naked, slightly parted, flaming with carnal 
heat from the inflamed quenching of passion... Stupefied, they shudder with sweet 
convulsive pleasure from the blissful, sweet fatigue. In due time, they will open wide and 
discharge, throw into this frenzied world game one of the new billions of pucks - the 
NEW ME. Yes, it will happen this way, and this NEW self will be better than the old one. 

- Didn't I tell you that it's over! What are you more excited about? The success? 
Or that you seduced me yet again? - She whispers through tears of happiness and 
remorse. Women will always be themselves. 

Weapons and arts 

Back then, 12GUMO was located in rebuilt spaces at the back of the apartment 
blocks that surrounded the Pushkin Fine Arts Museum. It was very convenient: after 
heated debates with an erudite and boring-pedantic middle echelon of army officers, to 
force your way to a General, in the evening, to get his coveted signature that will give 
the go-ahead to manufacture, and next, plunge into completely different worlds without 
a pause! B. S. Pavlov, a school classmate, now an Honored Artist of Russia, helped me 
get used to these worlds. In the difficult war and post-war years of our childhood, we 
somehow survived in starving Shuya, Ivanovo Oblast, and its surroundings. After 
graduating from the Surikov Institute, he went to the Far East for a while, but I was 
already a prisoner of his world - the world of graphics, paintings, and folk ornaments. I 
became so much interested in the visual arts that I thought more and more about the 
involuntary allegories that arise between the processes of revealing the secrets of the 
arts and sciences. 

As I wandered endlessly through the halls of the Museum, I contemplated the 
evolution of images of the outside world - from primitive to more and more close to 
nature, more accurate and more and more emotional. Finally, when the "photographic" 
accuracy reached the limit, and the insatiable knowledge of the emotional required 
further advancement, the antitheses of accuracy of form and color entered the battle. 
Strangely enough, it was the distortion of the true proportions and colors of the external 
world that provided new spaces for the expression of even more vivid feelings, passions 
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and impetuses. And all this happened within the immutable, universal framework of 
geometry and optics. This gave rise to explosive masterpieces of van Gogh and other 
post-impressionists. Expressionism emerged like that, too. 

Similar developments took place in physics: new generations of scientists did not 
stop their cognitive efforts at “simple” electric current that, in accordance with the laws 
of Maxwell and Faraday, was obtained from turning innocent generator windings inside 
magnetic fields. They began to throw identical windings through magnetic fields out of 
mere curiosity; then they proceeded to do it faster, with the help of explosions, and thus 
obtained super high voltages and currents, and this has led them to the nuclear bomb. 

Vacation 

It is a matter of my leave after I defended a thesis. We decided to travel with a 
friend in the European part of Russia to Shuya by hitchhiking. In the hot summer, we 
disembarked from a plane in Kirov, reached the highway to the West, and stopped the 
truck with a lone driver. He stepped out of the truck lazily, examined us, and grunted 
approvingly at the proffered 0.7-liter bottle: 

- This will do! But we’ll drink only after Kotelnich, there will be no more traffic 
police. So, that's it. I am a retired major, recently demobilized for health reasons. Heart. 
I’ve just marked fifty. Won’t tell you anything more. Who are you? 

- Tourists from Novosibirsk. Techies. We're thirty-five. On a free vacation. 

- Show me your passports. So, that's fine. Yes, I can see by your faces that you 
are normal men. I’ll take you all the way to Yoshkar-Ola. Before Tuzha at one point they 
are waiting for me, we’ll settle there for the night, okay? You won’t regret it. What's that 
in your bags, vodka? Isn’t it too much? Let’s start. 

After Kotelnich we had to spend the night in the forest, on the bank of the purest 
river. The major relaxed, we found it difficult to escape his kisses and hugs. He 
evidently missed a good company for long. 

The next day we arrived at the major’s "point". This is a small, half-abandoned, 
beautiful village. The delightful province of the mid-seventies. The major's good-looking 
girlfriend grows wary as she meets us. 

- Don't be afraid, Marusya, these are my Siberian friends. Good guys, with their 
buffet. Go call your girlfriends, the smarter the better, and we will set the table, we have 
everything (to us in a low voice: they have here, in this place, quite a shortage of men). 

The table is set in a backyard (either a threshing floor, or a kitchen-garden with 
geese, chickens, goats,). Marusya appears with two girlfriends. We greet each other 
politely and get acquainted. The major, already tipsy, emerges. He approaches the 
young women like a smart aleck, looks them over, and grunts approvingly: 

-Well, ladies, agreed? 

-Agreed to what?" - Young women giggle. 

- What do you mean? Have you fasted out of your wits here? There will be no 
fasting. Polovtsian dances - that's what you agree to! We men have just arrived, so you 
are welcome to the table. 

After half an hour, a quiet, tranquil fun sets in at the table. The setting sun is still 
gently caressing. The heat is not over. Through the gathering dusk, I hear an indistinct 
conversation. We ask what is up. 

- The schoolgirls are preparing to go to the Nizhnyaya (neighboring village). 
They've got the only date here, and he's a kid himself, but he drives the car back and 
forth to the dancing party. The Chairman gave him the go-ahead, it’s mere five versts 
away. There's a school, but now that the schooling is over, all the kids go to dancing 
parties in the gym. 
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My friend and I exchange glances and decide to go and see the kids. The eyes of 
Marusya's friends follow us, their lips pursed with the hurt. Near the GAZ-51 that has 
just arrived, a dozen girls gather, none of them looking like a kid at all. They are mature 
girls, apparently, graduates or high school seniors. They all seem to have had their fill. 
The driver, a thin youth, accepts the crumpled five-ruble note without saying a word and 
announces, quoting me: 

- They’re to be trusted, tourists from Siberia! Everybody take your place in the 

back! 

The body is equipped with collective-farm-style benches for passengers. The 
truck starts. I find myself next to a beautiful girl (are there any ugly ones at seventeen?). 
Yes, she graduated from school this year, entered the regional University, and is now 
here with her mother and grandmother, waiting for the start of her student life. What do 
you do in your Siberia? 

- We work as engineers. 

She goes on with her questions in a lovely local patter: 

- And what kind of engineers? Is it true that there are only convicts and exiles in 
Siberia? My grandmother told me that Siberia has only prisons and labor camps. We 
have labor camps over here, too. Actually, we're wild and stupid here, I know. And the 
terrible frosts? What are you looking for here? Why does your pocket bulge? Is there a 
bottle? An eggplant? May I taste it? 

Dancing in the school gym is in full swing. My friend and I are in great demand; 
apart from us and the driver, there are only three or four young men, and a score of 
girls. My neighbor in the body follows me closely everywhere: 

- No, no, no way, that's all! I'm not going anywhere, I feel like I'll never have 
anything like this in my life again! 

In the light, she turned out to be a slender, thin girl, but the matured symphony of 
magical womanly mounds - boobs, thighs - pushes through from the inside of her new 
calico dress. She lights up, gets hot, and finally insists: we need to get out in the open 
air. 

- Oh, it's hot! You are so... urbane. At the door, you gave way to me... 

- Please don't call me that, please! I'm not that old! 

- That's not what I meant. You’re just like that..."please, please."... May I kiss 
you? More. More. More... 

- Calm down, let's go back. 

- No, no! I see, I know, I understand - this will never happen to me again! Never, 
never will this happen again... Let's hole up properly somewhere together, eye to eye... 

Along with the joyous excitement, there is a kind of doom in her voice, a kind of 
ecstatic resignation to the occasion. Probably, there was no such a bright counter echo 
of passion in my life, such a piercingly tender, silky night... The dawn was breaking. 

- You’ve torn off the collar of my dress. 

- I'm sorry. 

- Here it goes again: "I'm sorry", "please!"...I can't speak like that. And I’ll never 

will... 

- Well, tear off my collar as a keepsake. 

Suddenly, she starts to get hysterical. Through her sobs, she screams that we 
are about to part, that we will never see each other, that I "deflowered" her out of sheer 
pleasure-seeking, that I am a scoundrel, and she is a trusting fool... That night proved to 
be too overwhelming, too unexpectedly happy, and too poignant for her. In tears and 
rage, she actually begins to tear my shirt, tearing strips from the collar to the flap. 

- Here’s to you! Here! - She snarls at the cracking and grinding of each snip 
being torn off. 
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We come back home on foot, it is already daytime. She silently runs to her room, 
comes out with a needle, hastily, over the top, somehow stitches the torn pieces right on 
me. Cries without a break. Runs away. I go to Marusya's house, my friend marvels at 
my ragged looks and takes pictures of me. The photo of me in the torn shirt still hangs 
on a wall in my flat. 

The gunsmith's elegy 

Our largest component making plant. We, several members of the scientific and 
technical Council, work in one of the assembly workshops under the leadership of 
Alexander Ivanovich Galin, chief engineer and then Director of this giant enterprise. He 
is ten years older than I am, and much higher in terms of his official position. Although 
we have equal positions, I acknowledge his superiority respectfully: I am responsible for 
my factory, and he is responsible for the operation of several similar factories in a large 
closed city of more than two hundred thousand inhabitants. However, we have been 
buddies for long, and he is an attentive and caring older brother to me. While the others 
are distracted, he leads me to the warhead of an Intercontinental missile that has not 
yet been filled and says in an undertone: get inside, think! 

I take a seat on the edge of a graceful cone, bend my head to the knees, and, 
bent double, pressing against the frames, I barely manage to squeeze in. I freeze. And 
then I have a thrilling, nightmarish vision: I am flying without restraint, menacingly and 
angrily, through outer space towards a target on the Earth. I imagine myself as the most 
complex mechanism of total destruction that we all manufacture here: ominously 
refined, ultra-precise, inexorably serviceable, and callously submissive. I feel uneasy for 
a moment, and I wobble: this time my spirits rise, that time my spirits fall. 

Music 

The Novosibirsk Opera and Ballet House. Tchaikovsky. Images of light and 
darkness that are incredibly far from our days. For us, this is not even a fairy tale, but a 
half-gone stone in the foundation of modernity (morality ages incomparably faster than 
the biological appearance). That which was earlier considered indecent, worthy of 
contempt only, shameful - has come into demand and vogue, has become prohibitively 
expensive now. However, music that has been adequate to the level of ethics at its birth 
has been preserved, and we understand it without the irony of our superiority in time. 
This is because music is a language, but a language of feelings. It has all the 
characteristics of a language - it sounds and it is listened, it is written and it is read. But 
this language is much more difficult to learn than any spoken language. Only the 
chosen few, the true geniuses, can master this language so perfectly, that they can 
think in it. They express themselves through music so that knowledge of spoken 
languages is not required. They display a complex picture of the world in their works - 
the world of feelings. Moreover, the world of feelings (this is psyche) changes much 
more slowly than the material world. Therefore, it is not without reason that one of our 
ancestors has uttered a truth that is still valid today: real Music is sent from the above 
not so that you could listen to it, but so that the Music could listen and evaluate you 
attentively and strictly! 
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PART 2. UNDERMINING THE MYSTERY 

Binomial Theorem, Bah! 

(The Mystery Is Partly Out) 

It all happened quite suddenly, in a matter-of-fact, ordinary way. 

In the second half of the seventies, when the deployment of our then most 
advanced Temp-2s and Pioneer missiles began, a meeting was held in the MME on the 
final issues of providing these complexes with SCU and their components. The meeting 
was attended by representatives of 12GUMO, and some of them turned out to be my 
long-standing friends. After the meeting, a small group lingered in the reception. Colonel 
P. F. Naiko, one of the most talented and energetic officers in this Department, was the 
senior (and, perhaps, senior in terms of his mindset, too). We were familiar with him for 
a long time - we often worked in various interdepartmental commissions. Naiko 
announces in a low voice: 

- Comrade officers, today our colleague, Lieutenant Colonel N is celebrating his 
birthday. I ask everyone, including some civilians (he nods at me with a smile) to join in 
and congratulate the normal employee on his holiday. All organizational issues have 
been solved; the hero of the occasion is waiting: he left the meeting earlier and is now 
at a nearby address. 

I have so bright, so undying memories of that party, of that ordinary get-together! 
The venue was in fact close by: look, here the four of us go along the rails of the age- 
old Annushka tram, past Novokuznetskaya metro station towards the Vodootvodny 
channel. Before reaching it, we turn left towards a glass-walled kebab shop. It was quite 
a decent place back then (sadly, now it has been replaced by a new building). On the 
way, a well-known captain of the second rank, S. G. Kitayev, introduces Lieutenant 
Colonel Igor Sergeyevich, his aide, to me. I immediately find time-worn, but such heart¬ 
warming tones of our Vladimir-lvanovo dialect In Igor's manner of speaking. It turns out 
that he comes from one of our native places - from Kineshma! Inside the kebab shop, 
we sit down next to each other; we are already buddies, friends, and the toast that 
comes after the birthday greeting is our joint toast, the toast of brotherly, fellow 
countrymen. 

In an atmosphere of growing merriment, I suddenly recall that Kitaev deals with 
the storage and transport of SCU and their components. The eternal itch in my memory 
comes to life, and I tell Igor about the mysterious "helium Panama hat". Where did these 
"helium" barrels come from? What’s behind the story? 

- Have you read Bulgakov? - He answers me with a smile. 

- Well, of course, needs no asking. Why? 

- What did Koroviev say to the barman?" - "Binomial theorem, bah!". So and I'll 
tell you this: a mystery, bah! Didn't you guess it yourself? What year did you get them? 
Sixty-three, right! And when the Cuban missile crisis was? In 1962. They were all from 
Cuba, those helium barrels of yours; they were all taken from the SCU missiles that 
were brought to Cuba. Then, during the Caribbean crisis. But what happened to them at 
Fidel's, you should know better, it's none of my business! 

My heart comes to a stop. I can neither move, nor breathe. Here it is, at last! 
Indeed, you never know where you will find and where you will lose! But don't show any 
raptures! You must go on with the show of polite curiosity! 

- Why didn't you return everything to us? Then they said there were many of 

them? 

- Yes, a lot. 
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-What did you do with the rest?" 

- And what about you? What did you do with those you received at the factory? 

- We? We analyzed them and forgot all about them. 

- That's what we did, too, probably based on your analyses. To be honest, I 
didn't go into details, I have many other things to do. I only remember that at that time 
the authorities made a tremendous secret of everything related to this. Well, now, after 
a decade and a half, everything got somehow forgotten. 

I did not ask any more questions, and I felt that he had nothing to add. 
Nevertheless, my soul was full of excitement at the discovery! The night that followed 
became for me the night of the long-awaited revelation - I was feverishly awake, 
wondering, fantasizing. That's what it is: our enemy managed, using helium somehow, 
to neutralize our strictly secured nuclear warheads, which were in our hands! What’s 
more, neutralize them so that if it had come to shooting, then the U.S. territory would 
have fallen prey to "neutered" nuclear warheads that could have caused negligible 
destruction, that is, slightly larger than that from metal bars of the same size. 
Radioactive contamination of the area in comparison to the consequences of "normal" 
nuclear explosions would also have been negligible. This would have been a mere trifle 
compared to normal combat use - because according to official data, total capacity of 
various types of nuclear weapons brought to Cuba exceeded one hundred megatons! 
This is enough to burn down half of all the States and put the whole country out of order 
for quite a while! At the same time, there was a high probability that retaliatory attacks 
by the U.S. nuclear forces would have had a sterling destructive potential. To those who 
were privy to the essence of the "Cuban defect", the desperate situation in which our 
Soviet leaders found themselves was laid bare. 

But how did they, the foes, do it? One mystery immediately turned into another. 
Obviously, it was a clever, carefully thought-out sabotage. And such a sabotage, that it 
was impossible to put it together offhand! They would obviously need training based on 
detailed knowledge of the properties (structures, schemes, materials, technologies, 
components, parameters, etc.) of our nuclear weapons, as well as methods and means 
of their maintenance and verification! 

What a find! Dozens of surmises popped up in my mind, but the main thing was 
the triumph of my long-held opinion about the secret springs that played their main role 
in the conclusion of the peace agreement on the Caribbean crisis. Earlier, I always 
wondered what arguments could motivate Khrushchev to show good will, to care about 
saving millions of ordinary people's lives. I was always puzzled and kept asking myself: 
Why? Well, how could this snob, who hectored shamefully and boorishly in the UN with 
his shoe, who in the years of fierce Bolshevik repressions both drafted and endorsed 
numerous execution lists, and danced before Stalin, who irresponsibly fidgeted with 
corn, take a decision based on good will? What dead a soul he had to possess so that 
to take poor people’s last pennies and spend them at enormous cost, namely, to drag a 
huge army, nuclear arsenal, strategic and tactical missiles, tens of thousands of soldiers 
and officers, logistic services, a huge number of bombers, fighters, helicopters, tanks, 
ships and submarines and other military equipment across the ocean to foreign shores! 
He couldn't possibly surrender voluntarily, give up a large - scale, sinister blackmail for 
no reason! This could not be the case with him, or with all the footmen he had selected, 
none of whom dared to stop him. Those like him could only be influenced by as 
powerful and retaliatory, equally insidious, sophisticated blackmail. This could only 
happen if he was suddenly frightened to death by something, or was affected by some 
irresistible force, or got a mysterious counter-threat. But what kind of force was this? 
What kind of force majeure? Not a word about such power was said anywhere, by 
anyone, - not in the press, nor in the comments of other mass media, nor in the inner 
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circle’s gossip, nor in the kitchens of experts, nor in the chitchat of forbidden foreign 
radio stations. 

It seemed to me that in the midst of the world's turmoil, in its most critical hours, 
our defense minister was fearfully whispering in Khrushchev's ear that for some reason 
our main trump card - nuclear missiles stationed in Cuba - was somehow... castrated. 
The reasons are unknown, we need to sort things out, but it suddenly has lost all of its 
immense strength. What has happened to it is unknown, but it is completely 
incapacitated, - yes, completely. Just a heap of scrap metal! This amounts to a forced 
disarmament... The damned foes somehow screwed it all up! We need to respond 
urgently, we need to take this into account in the feverish and tense negotiations, and 
we need to reformat these negotiations, that is, in our plain way, turn them inside out 
somehow... Well, for example, to appeal to humanism, to friendship among all the 
nations, to the manifestation of good will in the name of peace throughout the world! 

And Khrushchev fancies a diplomatically polite smile of President John F. 
Kennedy in absentia, in whose eyes he reads something painfully offensive and 
sarcastic: 

- So take this! Now get out of Cuba before it gets any worse for you! Now I will 
dictate how and when you will take your helpless nuclear weapons and other military 
equipment. Urgently send in someone for the signing! 

In point of fact, they sent in A. Mikoyan. And in the long years following the 
Caribbean crisis, we asked and discussed the issues in our kitchens first, and then 
publicly: 

- What made Khrushchev in an incomprehensible, short time to discontinue a 
huge military group in Cuba and send it back so hastily? 

- Why were American inspectors allowed to come to Cuba to control this 
curtailment, observance of these strict deadlines for the taking away of personnel, 
missiles, aircraft, helicopters, tanks, artillery, and the rest of the military equipment? 
Why did they behave so brazenly? 

-What made A. Mikoyan, who urgently arrived in Cuba (via Washington), put in 
incredible, heroic efforts to literally press upon F. Castro and Che Guevara to agree to 
this quasi-surrender, to a thorough U.S. inspection on their land and (especially!) to 
consent to the removal of tactical missiles that seemed unthinkable? 

- Why did A. Mikoyan give unconditional approval to all lists of our military 
equipment and gear to be returned that the Americans had submitted? 

All this could have only one explanation: in addition to geopolitical and other 
general considerations and arguments, we were pressured by some extremely 
dangerous, hidden force. So maybe what I had been trying to figure out for so long was 
this secret force? 

Yes, but so far this is a version only, not confirmed by anything but my 
conjectures. But still much became clear: apparently, the military decided to keep strictly 
silent about the true story behind the "helium Panama hat", and the rest of us - VNIIAA, 
the 5 th and the 6 th main departments - were actually unaware. Therefore, it is useless to 
ask either of the two parties about the reasons. This is what I had learned from my own 
experience. 

How did the damned foes do all this? Apparently, we will never know about it, 
because if it was really an extraordinary diversion, its workings have been classified 
securely. 

Shortly the MME management transferred me to Moscow for another job, outside 
the nuclear defense complex. However, all my attachments remained in the latter 
forever. I retired in 1997. But the "helium splinter" lived in me and continued to ache. 
And then I was lucky once again. 
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Yes, indeed. Helium. 

(Mystery is unlocked) 

Many years passed. Nowadays, in the 21st century, even the readers do not 
know many outstanding names and events of half a century’s standing. Moreover, the 
national platonic interest in physics and its idols has given way to an all-encompassing 
infatuation with IT gadgets. Even the nuclear threat is less and less straining the mood 
of the careless public that is keen on perishable welfare, advertisements, video games, 
smartphones and other gadgets. 

At the same time, a lot has been learned over the years. For example, the media 
has published detailed (previously highly classified) details of the Caribbean crisis. 
Detailed official information was published about Anadyr operation, about its 
momentous scope, and about the participants. We paid tribute to the highest military 
skill of our commanders, who ensured the successful, secretive conduct of the 
operation, and the great courage of the participants, soldiers and officers. The media 
describe in detail the fright and confusion on the part of the U.S. top military command, 
who had overlooked the placement of the most powerful, heavily armed group of troops 
of the "potential enemy" right under their noses. Comprehensive information about the 
political activities of the main performers - N. Khrushchev and J.F. Kennedy - became 
public. The personal lives of both leaders have also come under the scrutiny of 
journalists and TV commentators. 

However, the Caribbean crisis, which could have led to a global catastrophe, is 
recalled less often and all the more indifferently. This crisis is remembered mostly in 
connection with Kennedy’s assassination. A rather popular version maintaining that the 
crisis itself prompted the murder is added at that. By the way, many Russian and foreign 
historians associate the overthrow of Khrushchev with the Caribbean crisis, too. I tried 
to find out and display the image of the Caribbean crisis that exists in the minds of 
today's younger and middle generations. Alas, these efforts have revealed either 
complete oblivion (ignorance), or a vague, sometimes even romantic display of its main 
characters: N.Khrushchev, General Secretary of the CPSU Central Committee, and J.F. 
Kennedy, U.S. President. It turned out that the following, rather telling scenes from the 
careers of these two men abide in the minds of the most advanced of our 
contemporaries (not historians, but simply well-educated people): 

- Khrushchev, the would-be leader, having harnessed himself into a cart of 
Kremlin’s underhand intrigues, drags malevolently its riders, bound hand and foot - 
Beriya, Malenkov, Kaganovich, Molotov, Shepilov, to the mire of oblivion... Soon after 
the fares are removed, he becomes the supreme master of the whole country for 
several years; 

- Kennedy, the would-be President, a participant in the naval battles of World 
War II, having received a lifelong spinal injury, pushes to the rescue a rubber boat with 
wounded fellow sailors from a torpedo cutter that the Japanese have sunk. Having been 
decorated with many awards for bravery in combat, he will be subsequently elected 
President of the United States. 

There are fewer and fewer actual contemporaries, to say nothing of the 
participants in the Caribbean crisis - the same may be said of the degree of interest of 
modern military historians in this most dangerous conflict. However, I was lucky enough 
to meet exactly a live, direct participant who helped bring light to the dark corridor of my 
search. 

...Venerable, blessed Usachevskiye Baths, the mid-2000s. The atmosphere of 
naked bodies, sheets, bath brooms, herbal perfumes and basins, triumphs, at least for a 
while, over the outside world of cars, electronic tinsel, impudent ads, the world of 
continuous rush, restless obsessive reminders and itchy worries. At least for a while, it 
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brings back forgotten, undisturbed domestic peace, only occasionally pierced by the 
hateful signals of mobiles. Our small group of friends-lovers of bath rest became part of 
the regular contingent that visited the Baths on Wednesdays. This contingent consisted 
of a dozen or two of retirees, who had become close friends long since. A group of 
cultured, reserved, retired chekists kept themselves apart from this contingent, without 
separating themselves from it, but not quite coming together. Communication with the 
checkists was limited to greetings and joint pleasurable quacking in the steam room to 
mark a particularly successful delivery of flavored steam. 

It so happened that on a regular Wednesday, their team came in an expanded 
quantity, and ours, on the contrary, in a reduced one. Thus, one of them happened to 
turn up in our 4-seat compartment. Judging by his appearance, the man was well known 
to us for a long time. He introduced himself as Mikhail Sergeyevich, "better just Mikhail”. 
It was on this day that I presented one of our friends with my book on Soviet lifestyle, 
which I wrote after I retired. When Mikhail saw it, he became interested - it turned out 
that he was a professional historian who served in the FSB in his specialty and retired in 
the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. In a week, I brought another copy of the book, this time 
especially for Mikhail, and so we formed a stable friendship. After learning that our team 
consists of former nuclear scientists, one Wednesday he told us an interesting story 
related to his specialty. 

This was one of the versions of the origins of the atomic bomb. According to this 
version, R. Oppenheimer, later known throughout the world as the father of the atomic 
bomb, and in those days (before WW2), a young, unknown scientist, who already raved 
about a superbomb. He somehow visited the Soviet Union and, with Beriya's help, got 
an appointment with Stalin himself. Speaking in general terms about his dream - the 
nuclear project, Oppenheimer proposed to implement it in the USSR. Stalin was 
interested in the project and asked about its approximate cost. Having received the 
answer, the clever and sagacious Stalin thought and reportedly said: 

"Dear Robert, we have such money, but it is necessary for the development of 
the economy and the improvement of the people's welfare. In short, let's do it this way: 
you go to America, get things going there, and let not us, but the Americans spend 
these enormous funds on physical research, involving scientists and workers in 
searching for and extracting uranium, processing it, building all sorts of institutions, 
reactors, factories, landfills, and so on. And you stand at the head of all this (we will help 
you with this), and inform us secretly about the progress of the affairs. And when 
everything is ready, and it becomes clear that the game was worth the candle, you will 
give us everything we need to have the bomb, too. As our saying goes, without stirring a 
finger. And rest assured that we will spare nothing to pay you for it, neither money nor 
anything else. In the end, you will more than satisfy all your scientific appetites and 
ambitions, and the Americans will be proud of their superiority, and we will create the 
counterweight required for world peace. How is it in Russian? Every sister will get her 
earring, - you know it? Agreed? 

Agreed, Oppenheimer allegedly said, and then you know yourself what 
happened. 

It should be noted that this fable circulated among knowledgeable people for a 
long time, and was well known to us. But it was interesting to hear it from the lips of a 
FSB historian. (I must say that two or three years later our TV operators made a long 
TV series out of this version and, perhaps, the FSB men got their share). We thanked 
Mikhail for the interesting story, and the relationship between us became even more 
trusting. The helium thorn still ached hopelessly in my soul, and I asked him casually 
one day: if he was so well versed in secret stories, did he know any secret history about 
the Caribbean crisis? In response, he promised to bring in his friend, a direct participant 
in the crisis, with him for the next bath session. And so he did. 
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An incredible coincidence: this friend's name was Igor, the same as the man who 
first opened the veil of ‘the helium mystery" partly. However, this Igor was born in the 
Krasnodar Territory. His story about participation in the Caribbean crisis instantly set off 
a blazing, joyful fireworks in my mind with its scorching explosions and smoke. It turned 
out that he, a linguist by profession, was the chief of ciphered communications 
exchange at the headquarters of famous Major General I. D. Statsenko, commander of 
the 51st missile division, stationed in Cuba during the Caribbean crisis! 

From the official records of the USSR Defense Ministry 

In September - October, to be relocated to the Island of Cuba as part of Anadyr 
operation... the 51st (former 43rd) missile division was formed, comprising five missile 
regiments, five mobile repair and maintenance bases, combat support and maintenance 
units. Major General I. D. Statsenko was appointed commander of the 51st missile 
division... The armaments of the 51st missile division included the R-12 (a radius of 2 
thousand km) and R-14 (a radius of over 4 thousand km) ground-based missiles. In 
total, 36 combat missiles with nuclear charges were delivered to Cuba. In November 
1962, after the Cuban missile crisis was settled, all missiles and nuclear armaments 
were withdrawn from Cuba. 

An extract from the report by Major General I. D. Statsenko, commander of the 
51st missile division, on the activities of the division in the period from July 12, 1962 to 
December 1, 1962: 

...3. Thus, the 51st missile division concentrated and was brought to full combat 
readiness on the island of Cuba. Within 48 days of the arrival of the first ship, i.e. on 
October 27, 1962, the division was able to strike with all 24 launchpads... 

4. Relocation of the division to the Soviet Union. 

At 15.00 on October 28, 1962, the commander of Soviet troops on the island of 
Cuba announced me Directive No. 7665, dated 28 October 1962, in which, on the basis 
of the resolution of the Soviet government, the USSR Defense Minister ordered to 
dismantle the launchpads, and relocate the division, in full strength, to the Soviet Union. 

In the period from 29 to 31.10.62, the division subunits completely finished 
dismantling the launchpads in full. 

At 15.30 on October 31, 1962, at a meeting with the U Thant, acting UN 
Secretary General, comrade Alekseyev, Soviet Ambassador to the Republic of Cuba, I 
reported that the launchpads were completely dismantled. 

At 12: 00 on November 1, 1962, I got a USSR Defense Ministry’s Directive that 
demanded that all the missiles be loaded on available ships before November 7, 1962, 
and sent to the Soviet Union no later than November 10. 

According to the Ministry of Defense, the losses of personnel during the 
operation ranged from 60 to 70. The official, nationwide tributes to these heroes have 
not been paid and are waiting for a dutiful execution. 

These are just compact samples of excerpts from a great amount of data that I 
managed to find on the Internet and work out in search of details of the secret arrival 
and deployment of the 51st missile division forces under the leadership of Major 
General I. D. Statsenko. As per these documents, a comprehensive verification of the 
SCU brought to Cuba was carried out on 15.10.62. They also say that the potential of 
the division's strike force was sufficient to neutralize targets at any point in the United 
States. In total, the deliveries to Cuba included: 

for R-12, R-14 missiles - 60 nuclear ammunition (up to 1 megaton); for 11-28 
aircraft - a separate squadron - 6 bombs of 5-6 kilotons; for cruise missiles - 80 nuclear 
warheads; for 6 Luna launchers - tactical missiles of 2 kilotons. All told, there were 164 
nuclear warheads in Cuba. 


35 



Of course, such valuable armaments relied on no less impressive protection: a 
naval unit consisting of two cruisers, 4 destroyers, 12 cutters with ship-to-ship missiles 
and eleven submarines. Seven of them could carry nuclear weapons of their own. 

The land shield included: front-line cruise missiles with 16 launchers and a total 
of 80 tactical warheads of 12 kilotons each; two anti-aircraft missile divisions (S-75 
missiles); a regiment of forty MiG-21 fighters with full ground support; four regiments of 
motorized infantry of 2,500 people and two T-55 tank battalions. 

The ultra-short deadlines for dismantling the launch sites and sending missiles 
back are particularly noteworthy. 

Given these comments, it is easy to imagine my delight at meeting with Igor, the 
cryptographer! Both his face and body looked very haggard, but then he was of a 
respectable age - about eighty. Therefore, he was in his most flourishing years during 
the crisis in Cuba. His alacrity, quickness of reaction, and versatile facial expressions 
made it possible to regard him as one of those few people who may be ill with all sorts 
of diseases, but live happily ever after, as if they paid no attention their ills. 

He began casually and asked me directly what I wanted to know about the 
Cuban events. I started with a description of my failed attempts to establish ties with the 
Veterans' Unions of the 43rd and 51st missile divisions, but he waved his hands 
vigorously: these unions collapsed, he said, I've been in them myself - and all of them 
either rotted away or simply perished! I had to talk turkey: 

- Do you remember the term 'helium'?" Did you come across the term when 
encrypting orders or reports? 

His response sounded like a triumphant music in my ears: 

- Helium?... I think there was something like that back then... It flashed by once, 
and then was gone... Yes, indeed. Helium. Yes, I do remember. But it's something... 
technical rather than military. This is for "storekeepers", in my opinion... What 
"storekeepers"? That's what the tech officers from the 12GUMO were called at the time. 
They watched over the nuclear warheads, stored them, verified and issued them. So 
they were called "storekeepers". 

- So what?" 

- Communications in Cuba were bad. Actually, after the "storekeepers" received 
this encrypted message, one of them came from the base, to make sure there was no 
error. He was astonished! And he kept pestering me with questions: “Should we use 
helium? Are you sure? Did you decipher it correctly and give it to him? So that is why I 
remembered this word "helium". 

-And who sent in the encrypted message? 

- The very top, the general staff, I think... But there was no ado about this helium, 
at least I don't remember. It was received like some technical update, and we got 
several of them everyday, that's all. But a real uproar began in late October, for some 
other reason: first our Statsenko , along with the senior "storekeeper", urgently left to 
report to Pliyev (Issa Alexandrovich Pliyev, army general, commander of the group of 
Soviet troops in Cuba), then Pliyev himself and his staff members came to our place... 
They held endless discussions behind closed doors. Something happened, and no one 
of us knew what it was. In the smoking rooms, it was rumored that the Americans had 
harmed our missiles with some radiation from aboard a new high-altitude aircraft. But 
this, of course, was nonsense, fib prompted by their fears. Communication with the 
general staff was conducted by Pliyev himself through his own channels. Soon after this 
turbulence, encrypted directives on curtailment, one after another, began to pass 
through my hands. In the end, we received a command to leave. Well, that's about all. 

It was really the final touch! It put my imagination in full swing: every detail now 
fitted in, as they would say at my good old Khimapparat\ lgor-1 answered the question 
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"Where did the barrels with helium come from?" Igor-2 answered the question "Where 
did the helium come from?" The fact that they hushed up all details of the "helium 
Panama hat" led me to suspect that some major blunder had been involved. Analysis of 
lots of generalized information from the mass media, my countless talks with the closest 
friends and allies, my surmises, thoughts and assumptions, resulted, finally, in a 
fantastic conclusion: it was a diversion on the part of the adversaries. 

Fantastic version 

So, after the once sensational return of a batch of defective barrels saturated with 
helium went into oblivion, there were two versions of the reasons for their failure, both of 
them without proof: 

1. Absolutely inadmissible one for the well-trained officers from 12GUMO : a team 
of officers of a particular military unit commits a gross violation of instructions when 
verifying the nuclear warheads. 

Although this version is absurd, it has an extremely important covert meaning: if it 
was assumed that a mythical (invented) wally of an officer could commit such a blunder, 
then he really had at his disposal the entire set of necessary tools that enabled him to 
commit this blunder! It is known that periodic monitoring of the state of the SCU was 
carried out in those days in an old-fashioned way, however, since ancient times used in 
the world of technology. It looked like as follows: the officers, who checked the SCU for 
tightness, connected its internal volume with all the "filling" to a balloon with 
compressed air, which was in the standard set of control equipment, through a special 
fitting with a pressure gauge. When a preset value of the excess pressure inside the 
SCU was reached, the fitting was shut, and the inspectors monitored the readings of the 
pressure gauge, which recorded the rate of pressure drop inside the warhead due to 
leaks. If this speed was within the established limits for a certain period of time, the 
warhead was considered sealed. The said standard set of control equipment included a 
compressed helium balloon used for other purposes. According to the clumsy version, it 
was used instead of a balloon with compressed air by the hapless fictional officer. 

All this means that there were no obstacles for supplying helium to the SCU 

cavity. 

2. Equally improbable, but tempting in its detective feel story: a clever diversion 
by the American side at the most dangerous moment of the Cuban crisis. 

There is no documentary evidence that the defective barrels were part of the 
SCU returned from Cuba. This is just a fantasy, a verbal statement, but it fits in 
adequately with the return dates and other rumors about a possibly much larger number 
of barrels with a similar defect. The truthfulness of another surmise that the enemy had 
managed to decipher our communications, given the rich experience of secret 
intelligence warfare, is also acceptable, although that would be to stretch a point. But if 
we still assume that these guesses are correct, a grandiose fantastic picture is formed. 

At a critical moment in the Cuban military standoff, Soviet military personnel, who 
kept their fingers on the trigger buttons, received a "red telegram" (a special encrypted 
message), which contained an order to check the integrity of the SCU with compressed 
helium rather than compressed air. The author and source of this order were U.S. 
intelligence agencies. Apparently, the U.S. intelligence had unauthorized access to the 
top-secret communications inside the Soviet military command, and inside its most 
classified sector - the 12GUMO system. This access enabled it to forge a false 
verification order that disabled the nuclear warheads targeted at the USA. The order 
had raised no doubt and been efficiently followed through, and the entire "filling" of the 
warheads was exposed to increased helium pressure. The subordinate military 
personnel did not even think about the physical consequences of this operation: all you 
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had to do was carry out the order. Moreover, the intuitional connection between the 
concepts of "helium" and "leak test" worked to increase alertness and efficiency of 
execution at a critical point. In accordance with the physical laws of nature, the vacuum 
devices were filled with "noble" gas and rendered useless. The complete failure of our 
nuclear weapons in case of their combat use was ensured. The next test found a loss of 
operability of nuclear warheads. The news comes in to the top authority and plays an 
important, if not decisive, role in achieving a peaceful resolution of the conflict. 

It can be assumed that after the discovery of helium in the first batch of defective 
barrels (1963), to save prestige and prevent scandalous proceedings at the highest 
level, the remaining defective barrels were quietly written off in the depths of 12GUMO, 
for example, as having exhausted their shelf life. For an informal explanation of the 
reasons for the defect of the first returned batch, an oral version of a single error by a 
single officer of a single military unit is circulated under the guise of an information leak. 

To believe in the possibility of "helium diversion", one needs to assume, too, that 
Western intelligence services have been receiving classified information about the 
schemes, designs and materials of the components of our SCU, about the equipment of 
control and verification complexes, etc. Apparently, the American intelligence services 
got this information long before the crisis and provided it to their scientists and 
engineers, who, on the basis of dispassionate scientific and technical analysis, 
developed a detailed working scenario of the diversion and proved its effectiveness in 
their laboratory experiments. Moreover, it is quite possible that the effects of helium on 
the SCU were even pre-rehearsed in all detail “to be on the safe side" in Western 
nuclear research centers. One can only guess at the truthfulness of these assumptions. 
My most fervent companions could even surmise that some secret "influences" of a 
potential enemy had been directing the development of our SCU so that at a critical 
point, the weapons could be disabled according to a tested sure-fire scenario. Still 
hotter (in my opinion, just crazy) heads found in this fantasy confirmation of their 
defeatist sentiments: the intellectual and technological power of the CIA, NSA, MI6, 
Mossad, and suchlike allegedly extends to all the spheres of activity and life in 
contemporary Russia, and our potential adversaries know virtually everything about our 
most secret military projects. Say, they coped with it at the right time then, and 
nowadays, if it comes to a pinch, they will cope, too! Truly, there are no limits to the 
fantasies of a Russian! 

If all this is true, then, apparently, the scope of the intelligence and intelligence- 
operational work of the U.S. special services in the USSR, which provided substantial 
top-secret information about nuclear weapons and keys to the highest-scale encrypted 
communication systems, was very ample. In this case, the post-war achievements of 
our intelligence service in procuring the U.S. nuclear secrets seem completely 
counterpoised by the success of the adversaries in providing purposeful leaks of 
nuclear weapons data. 

So, what was it? A saving intervention of the Most High in transitory earthly life? 
Collusion of scientists or servicemen from the opposing sides in order to save life on 
earth? A bureaucratic error of our military officials, who were dazed by nervous 
tensions? Each of these versions has the right to exist and be further investigated. But 
sober-minded analysts, who are well aware of the decision-making procedure in those 
days, favor the assumption that the American side committed a well-thought-out 
diversion, carefully prepared for an emergency - a crushing and bloodless 
superdiversion of the twentieth century. Truly, he who owns information, owns the 
world. 

My ordeals in the media jungle 
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After retiring, I spent several years researching my ancestry, and then became 
interested in literary work. I wrote and published several books at my own expense. The 
funds accumulated in previous years have dried up. By the end of the 2000s, all my 
attempts to arouse interest in my books had failed. By that time I had completed the 
"internal processing" of the said fantastic version and decided to try my luck at 
publishing it. The essence of my plan was to make a sensational media discussion of a 
fantastic version of the secret diversion by the U.S. intelligence during the Caribbean 
crisis and (most importantly!) promote my books at the same time. 

In those days, the inertia of many of the most incredible post-Soviet media 
sensations still remained, from "exposures" of the authorship of A. Blok to “proofs" of 
the actions of aliens, to Hitler's long life in the Antarctic. And the very nature of the 
version about the intervention of the adversaries’ secret services in the outcome of the 
Caribbean crisis in its own way fitted into this series. 

One of the solid authors of scoops was L. M. Mlechin, a well-known TV 
anchorman, so I turned to him. On April 20, 2009 at 14.00 Mlechin received me in his 
studio and listened to me carefully. Without going into details, I briefly told about myself 
and that I could give an interview (or materials for his presentation, but with due 
references to my name) about some unknown and undocumented versions related to 
the role of nuclear weapons in the Caribbean crisis. He promised to consider, take 
advice, and let me know the results. However, there was no response. 

On June 29, 2009, I turned to the editorial office of Moskovsky Komsomolets 
daily and the next day I was received by V. Poegli, one of the leaders of this newspaper, 
who once earned my deep respect for his position in a conflict between this newspaper 
and the Defense Ministry. Having received my offer of cooperation, similar to the one I 
offered by to Mlechin, he promised to think about it. Later on, V.Poegli declined in a 
rather irritated manner. Apparently, he had burned his fingers in discords with the army 
officials. 

Continuing my attempts to break into the media arena, I prepared an abstract of 
a future film script on the "helium" theme and began to make my way to an appointment 
with N. S. Mikhalkov. On August 31, 2009, in the office of the TRITE Studio in the Maly 
Kozikhinsky Lane, I met with L. N. Baglay, his assistant. I gave him a letter addressed to 
Mikhalkov and the abstract. He promised to discuss it with his chief. There was no 
response. 

Thus, all my attempts to convey obviously sensational material to the general 
public did not work. Why? Most likely, each of them decided: be it a truth or a bluff, it is 
better to keep out of this dangerous story! It is also possible that none of them could 
believe in the "spy” version of the "helium" theme. 

Epilogue. The author's eternal drama 

Whatever work of art an author has created, he may consider it his child (i.e., 
understand and interpret it as he alone understands and interprets it) only until the 
moment it is published (shown, demonstrated, premiered, rented, etc.). In contrast to 
the fleshly allegory, as soon as this event has taken place, as soon as the umbilical cord 
is cut off from the child, it begins to live on its own, completely independent of the 
wishes and will of the author. Each reader, viewer, or listener creates and develops their 
own associations with the author's ideas and meanings, and based on these 
associations creates their own idea of the result of his efforts. He either throws this work 
aside, or criticizes it with scorn or laughter, or, to the contrary, plants it carefully in his 
Garden of Beauty. He carefully raises and educates his new child, having no doubts as 
to authenticity of his fatherhood (motherhood) and admires it as if it were his own work. 
He is sincerely grateful to the author for the seed, and considers himself as a fertile soil, 
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in which this seed has grown, been raised, which has created a form of their own - the 
best of them all. 

In fact, in the souls of people all over the world, there are millions of completely 
different from each other Aleshas and Dmitrys Karamazov, lieutenants Gian, Natashas 
Rostova, Quentins Compson, Emmas Bovary...All of them have completely different 
appearances and dissimilar souls. 

I came across many completely opposite interpretations of these characters, but 
all of them were filled with the power to impress, the power of a "passionately longed 
for, inner meeting" with a particular image. 

Thus, Anna Karenina is perceived either as a symbol of sublime, sacrificial love, 
or as a hostage to capricious immorality and animal lust. Her husband - as a soulless 
blockhead and formalist, or as a deeply decent man, true to the canonical values of life. 
Fyodor Pavlovich Karamazov, the begetter, is regarded as an old debauchee and a 
mad money-grabber, or as a most intelligent sage, a brave reveler and a bearer of the 
virtues of an orderly master, passionate Russian freethinking and independence. 

Lastly, nowadays, we may turn to the example of Peter the Great monument on 
the banks of the Moskva River to see for ourselves the extreme diversity of perceptions 
of works of art. The range of reviews about it is well known: it goes from despicable 
kitsch to outstanding civil feat. The same happens to ideas about times and mores, 
about societies that the authors describe from their own perspective. 

The same fate lies in store for my book (if, of course, someone reads it). 
Therefore, while it is in the stages of conception and maturation, while it is mine only, I 
would like to express its own, as yet the only, meaning the way I see it. It is not that 
important whether there was actually a diversion to neutralize our nuclear warheads in 
Cuba, or whether it is only my imagination. What is important is that distrust and 
malicious suspicions reign supreme everywhere and reciprocally: in interpersonal, inter- 
communal, and inter-state relations. And I also wanted to talk about a strange human 
quality - the eternal desire to create tools for the destruction of one's neighbor. But not 
as a sinister mania that dominates all thoughts and actions, but as a requisite, day-to- 
day existence in which I spent a long life and in which the whole society is immersed. All 
of it. All of those appealing, kind, and honest people I write about, have faithfully and 
diligently made, are making, and will make DEATH. 
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